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Interaction of Phosphoric Acid with Cell Components in High
Temperature Polymer Electrolyte Fuel Cells
by Fang LIU
Abstract
A high-temperature polymer electrolyte fuel cell (HT-PEFC) is an efficient and clean energy con-
verting device. The protonic conductivity of the electrodes and the polybenzimidazole-type mem-
brane is assured by phosphoric acid. The electrochemical reactions in HT-PEFCs of hydrogen and
oxygen to water take place in the electrodes of the membrane electrode assembly (MEA) which
are partly soaked with phosphoric acid. The performance of a HT-PEFC depends mainly on the
interactions between all cell components as well as on the amount, the concentration and distri-
bution of phosphoric acid inside these components. Whereas, the concentration and distribution
is a function of current density and water vapour distribution in the MEA.
The reaction between phosphoric acid and poly[2,5-benzimidazole] (ABPBI) membrane was in-
vestigated with the focus on kinetics and thermodynamics. The maximum acid doping levels were
estimated experimentally at different doping times, doping temperatures and concentrations of the
phosphoric acid bath. Afterwards, the reaction mechanisms were examined. The studies involved
the amount and type of the coordinating sites of the polymer, the activation energy, the rate-limiting
step, the equilibrium constant and the dissociation constant.
In the MEA, the phosphoric acid is uneven distributed in the ABPBI membrane and the catalyst
layers of gas diffusion electrode (GDE). This distribution changes with total acid uptake and the
GDE structure. When the cells are operated under constant current, equilibrium between water
production and water removal in the electrodes is established. The water removal is associated
with the transport properties of the MEA components and the flow field geometry of the cell. As a
result, the phosphoric acid concentration is influenced in the catalyst layer. In addition, the oxygen
distribution in the catalyst layer is sensitive to the structure of GDEs, the flow properties of the flow
field, the concentration and distribution of phosphoric acid in the catalyst layer.
A series of experiments revealed that the optimum cell performance was achieved at high phos-
phoric acid doping level, thick cathode catalyst layer with the high Pt loading and a medium anode
thickness with about half the Pt loading compared to the cathode. It was further demonstrated that
a spiral flow field which allows gas cross over between adjacent flow channels resulted in better
cell performances and lifetime compared to a conventional serpentine flow field.





Eine Hochtemperatur-Polymerelektrolyt-Brennstoffzelle (HT-PEFC) ist ein effizienter und umwelt-
freundlicher Energiewandler. Die Phosphorsäure gewährleistet die Protonenleitfähigkeit der Elek-
troden und der Membran. Die elektrochemischen Reaktionen in HT-PEFC von Wasserstoff und
Sauerstoff zu Wasser erfolgen in den Elektroden der Membran-Elektroden-Einheit (membrane-
electrodeassembly, MEA), die teilweise mit Phosphorsäure getränkt ist. Die Leistung der HT-PEFC
hängt hauptsächlich von der Menge, der Konzentration und Verteilung von Phosphorsäure in der
Membran und der MEA ab. Die Konzentration und Verteilung der Phosphorsäure ist dabei eine
Funktion der Stromdichte und der Wasserverteilung in der MEA.
Mit dem Fokus auf Kinetik und Thermodynamik wurde die Reaktion zwischen der Phospho-
rsäure und der Poly-[2,5]-benzimidazol (ABPBI) Membran untersucht. Die maximalen Säure-
dotierungen wurden experimentell bei verschiedenen Dotierungszeiten, Dotierungstemperaturen
und Konzentrationen des Phosphorsäurebads ermittelt. Anschließend wurden die Reaktions-
mechanismen untersucht. Die Studien ergaben die Menge und Art der Koordinationsstellen des
Polymers, die Aktivierungsenergie, den geschwindigkeitsbestimmenden Reaktionsschritt, sowie
die Gleichgewichtskonstantenund die Dissoziationskonstanten.
In der MEA ist die Phosphorsäure in der Membran und der Katalysatorschichten der Gasdiffu-
sionselektroden (GDE) ungleichmäßig verteilt. Diese Verteilung ändert sich mit der gesamten
Säureaufnahme und der GDE-Struktur. Werden die Zellen unter einem konstanten Strom be-
trieben, ergibt sich ein Gleichgewicht zwischen Wasserproduktion und Wasserentfernung in den
Elektroden. Die Wasserentfernungist stark abhängig von den Transporteigenschaften der MEA-
Komponenten und der Strömungsfeldgeometrie der Zelle. Als Ergebnis wird die Phosphorsäure-
konzentration in der Katalysatorschicht beeinflusst. Darüber hinaus ist die Sauerstoffverteilung in
der Katalysatorschicht empfindlich gegenüber der Struktur der GDE, den Eigenschaften des Strö-
mungsfeldes, der Konzentration und Verteilung der Phosphorsäure in der Katalysatorschicht. Aus
den Untersuchungsergebnissen geht hervor, dassfolgende Parameter zu einer verbesserten Leis-
tung führen: höheres Phosphorsäure-Dotierungs-niveau, dickere Kathoden-Katalysatorschicht mit
erhöhter Platinbeladung der Anode. Weiterhin scheint die Kombination von mittlerer Anode-
Dicke mit halber Platin-Beladung im Vergleich zur Kathode ein Optimum darzustellen. Es wurde
ferner gezeigt, dass einschneckenförmiges Strömungsfeld, das eine Überquerung des Reak-
tionsgases zwischen benachbarten Strömungskanälen ermöglicht, eine bessere Zellleistung und
besseren Lebensdauer im Vergleich zu einem herkömmlichen serpentinenförmigen Strömungs-
feld zur Folge hat.
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1 Introduction and Goal of Work
HT-PEFC1s are receiving increasing attention as electrochemical energy converters. Hydrogen is
consumed and electricity and heat are converted during the electrochemical process.
Hydrogen is oxidized into protons at the anode of a HT-PEFC and protons are transferred from the
anode to the cathode through the membrane. Phosphoric acid doped ABPBI2 is one of the most
widely used proton-conductive polymer membrane in HT-PEFCs. The proton reacts with oxygen at
the cathode and generates water as product. The anode and cathode are composed of a catalyst
layer and a GDL3. The catalyst layer is the place where the electrochemical reactions take place.
The anode, cathode and membrane are assembled to a MEA4, which is the heart of the HT-PEFC.
The proton conductivity of the membrane and the catalyst layers at the anode and cathode rely
on phosphoric acid. The HT-PEFC consists of solid (electrodes and ABPBI membrane), liquid
(phosphoric acid solution) and gas (hydrogen, oxygen and water vapor) phases. The performance
of the HT-PEFC depends on these phases and their interactions. The present study focuses on
the effects of the acid and gas distribution in the MEA on the performance of HT-PEFC.
1.1 Acid in ABPBI membrane
The proton conductivity of ABPBI depends on the content and composition of phosphoric acid,
which is associated with the reaction between acid and membrane. Since the kinetic of ABPBI
doping in the phosphoric acid solution is still unknown, it is interesting to investigate the reaction,
the reaction rate and the rate-determining step of the doping process. In addition to room tem-
perature measurements, the dynamic study will be carried out at higher temperatures to estimate
the activation energy. Moreover, the isotherm of doping ABPBI membrane is also performed at
different temperatures to examine the amount and type of the coordinating sites, the equilibrium
and dissociated constant. Based on these estimations, the mechanism of acid introduction into
the MEA can be determined The acid content in the membrane will also be estimated during the
cell operation.





1. Introduction and Goal of Work
1.2 Acid distribution in catalyst layer
In the electrodes the electrochemical reactions take place at the three phase boundary, phospho-
ric acid being the proton conducting phase. The distribution of phosphoric acid in the catalyst
layer varies with the total acid uptake of the MEA and the structure of GDE5s. In addition, the
proton conductivity of phosphoric acid is sensitive to the acid concentration. This concentration is
modified by the water retention in the MEA. The determination of the acid distribution and concen-
tration will be examined within different MEAs, in which the acid uptake, the catalyst loading and
the thickness of the catalyst layer are modified.
1.3 Gas distribution in catalyst layer
The electrochemical reaction depends on the supply of the reactants and the removal of the prod-
ucts. The transport of gaseous reactants (oxygen) and products (water) is influenced by the pres-
ence of the GDL, the MPL6 and the geometry of the flow field. In addition, the gaseous reactants
have to be transport through the acid film which covers the surface of the active site in the catalyst
layer. The oxygen diffusion through this film is controlled by the distribution and concentration
of the phosphoric acid in the catalyst layer. The acid concentration varies with the water vapor
partial pressure over the acid solution. The effects of the gas distribution on the performance of
the HT-PEFC will be evaluated with a customized flow field design.
1.4 Outline
• Chapter 2 presents the actual status of the research found in the literature.
• Chapter 3 gives the detail information of the experimental work.
• Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 present the experiments on the reactions between phosphoric acid
and the ABPBI membrane.
• Chapter 6, Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 describe the study on the effect of the electrode struc-
ture and the component content of MEA on the performance of HT-PEFCs.
• Chapter 9 discusses the influence of different flow field designs on performance
• Chapter 10 gives a comprehensive discussion of all results




2 Theory and Literature Overview
HT-PEFC is an energy converter, in which the chemical energy of fuel is converted into electricity
directly [1, p.7].
2.1 General overview
The basic reactions in HT-PEFC can be described as HOR1 at the anode (Eqn. 2.1) and ORR2
at the cathode (Eqn. 2.2) [2; 3]. HT-PEFCs are typically operated in a temperature range from
120 ◦C to 200 ◦C [4, p.3-8; 5;6;7]. The water production is mainly in the gaseous phase.
H2 ⇀↽ 2H
+ + 2e− (2.1)
1
2 O2 + 2H
+ + 2e− ⇀↽ H2O (2.2)
The heart of a HT-PEFC is the MEA, which contains the following basic components, as illustrated
in Fig. 2.1a:
• Proton conductive membrane. It transfers protons from the anode to the cathode [5].
• Catalyst layer. It is the place where the electrochemical reactions take place. The catalyst
layer is a mixed conductor of protons and electrons [7].
• Gas diffusion layer (with or without a microporous layer). The layer provides a pathway for
the gaseous reactants and products arriving at and departing from the catalyst layer [8, p.1].
It also serves at heat and electronic conducting layer, and mechanically supports the catalyst
layer [1, p.93; 8, p.1].
The combination of a catalyst layer and a gas diffusion layer forms a GDE. Two GDEs together
with the membrane form the MEA.
In addition to a MEA, each single cell contains a pair of graphite flow field plates and stainless
steel endplates. The flow field plates provide electronic and thermal conductivity and have to be






































































2.2. Membrane with phosphoric acid
• dropping the acid solution onto the GDE [11; 22];
• combination of two or several techniques as mentioned above [21].
Therefore, the first step is to understand the reactions between membrane and phosphoric acid.
2.2.1 Kinetic study
To the best of knowledge, there is only one publication on the kinetic study of doping PBI mem-
branes in a bath of phosphoric acid [23]. It was found that the uptake of H3PO4 and H2O at
room temperature increased significantly at the beginning of the doping process, and then slowly
approaching equilibrium. The kinetic of the doping process was found to follow the first-order re-
action rate law. The rate constant decreases as the concentration of the acid bath is raised, since
the increased viscosity of acid solution slows down the kinetic doping process [24]. However, the
authors [23] did not continue to study the reaction mechanism, for example the activation energy
[25, pp.807-809], the reaction steps [25, pp. 809-810] or the rate-limiting step [26].
If the doping process is considered as a process of phosphoric acid adsorbed by the PBI chains
[27], the rate-limiting step can be distinguished by the intraparticle diffusion model [28]. The
method is widely used to analyze the adsorption process [26; 29–32]. The theoretical treatments
of the intraparticle diffusion involve the complicated mathematical calculations [28; 33] based on
the diffusion equations [34, p.11]. The differential solutions of the diffusion equations give the
adsorbate uptake as a function of the squared root of the adsorption time [28], the so-called
intraparticle plot. Over the whole investigation period, the plot presents three common forms [35]:
i : the intraparticle plot can be identified as three portions [31; 36]. The initial portion
describes the adsorbate transported from the bulk of solution through the boundary
layer. The external adsorption occurs in this step, which can also be defined as the
boundary layer diffusion. The middle portion refers to the adsorbate transports within
the free space in the adsorbent. It is a gradual adsorption stage in which the intraparti-
cle diffusion dominates. The final stage is the equilibrium adsorption which is limited
thermodynamically.
ii : the intraparticle plot is a straight line, which passes through the origin [26; 37]. It
indicates the process controlled by the boundary layer diffusion.
iii : the plot contains a positive intercept instead of passing through the origin [29; 30; 32;
35]. The positive intercept reveals that a rapid external adsorption occurs within a
short period of time.
2.2.2 Thermodynamic study
In addition to the kinetic study, the chemical equilibrium of the doping process was investigated.



























































































2. Theory and Literature Overview
2.3 Gas diffusion electrode
Fig. 2.1a shows that the GDE for anode and cathode can be divided into two parts, a GDL and
a catalyst layer. The GDL is made of a matrix of carbon fibres [8, p.519]. In some case, there
is another layer, a MPL on top of the GDL [6]. The MPL consists of carbon particles mixed with
melted PTFE4 [45]. The catalyst layer is made of carbon powder supported nanoscale particles
of catalytic active metal with a polymeric binder, usually PTFE [46]. Platinum is the most common
metal used in HT-PEFC [3; 47].
2.3.1 Gas diffusion layer
There is a great amount of studies on the GDL for fuel cells operated at temperatures lower than
100 ◦C, PEFC5 [48–51] and DMFC6 [52; 53]. One of the big challenges on the GDL development
is to manage the water transport and distribution in the MEA for these low temperature fuel cells
[4, pp.3-4,3-5; 8, 19]. Since the liquid water is expected to be absent when operating the cell at
temperatures higher than 100 ◦C, the demand on the water management is reduced for the GDL
in HT-PEFC [6].
Only a few publications focus on the investigation of the GDL for HT-PEFCs. A commercial GDL,
carbon fibre paper purchased from Toray (TGP-H-120), was hydrophobized and deposited with a
MPL [45; 54–56]. During the deposition of the MPL, part of the carbon slurry will penetrate the
macroporous matrix of the carbon fibres [57]. After drying and heating, the macropores of the
carbon fibre matrix are partly blocked. This reduces the gas permeability of the GDL [51]. In
addition to an increased mass transfer resistance, an increase of the electronic resistance due to
the insulator nature of PTFE [58, pp. 29-30] was found.
Since the catalyst layer has a similar porous structure as the MPL, the catalyst slurry will penetrate
the carbon fibre matrix during the deposition if no MPL is present [58, p. 27]. The presence of
MPL improves the adhesion between catalyst layer and GDL [45]. There also exists a different
opinion that, there is an interfacial gap occurring at the interface between catalyst layer and MPL
[59]. The interfacial gap would not only cause an increase in the electronic contact resistance
but also generate a disruption on the heat transfer. The situation would be worse if the GDL is
unevenly compressed. However, in practice, they are difficult to be determined experimentally.
Lobato et al. [45; 55] investigated the effects of the cathodic MPL on the cell performance with the
anode including a MPL, and vice versa. It was found out that the presence of a MPL either at the
cathode or at the anode is beneficial to the performance of HT-PEFCs.
4polytetrafluoroethylene
5polymer electrolyte fuel cell
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2. Theory and Literature Overview
The loss of the acid in the catalyst layer is attributed to the modified distribution of phosphoric acid
in the electrode. For a HT-PEFC without external humidification, the distribution of phosphoric
acid influences not only the active area but also the proton conductivity of the electrode, as well
as the gaseous reactant supply [67]. This fits to the estimation in [77] that the overall degradation
was -6 µV h−1 at 200mA cm−2, 55% of degradation was attributed to the mass transfer limitation,
30% to the hindered ORR kinetics, and 15% to a reduction of proton conductivity. This means the
combination of the acid loss and the reduced catalyst surface area in the catalyst layer dominates
the durability of HT-PEFC under constant load [76; 79].
2.4 Flow field geometry
The performance of the HT-PEFC is determined significantly by the distribution of oxygen and
water vapor in the MEA [80–82]. From the viewpoint of the cell design, the gas distribution is
strongly controlled by the geometry of the flow field, which provides the pathways for gases. Manso
et al. [9] summarized the effect of flow field geometries on the performance of a PEFC. As the
designs for PEFCs are also suitable for HT-PEFCs [82], the conventional flow field geometries
reviewed in [9] have been widely used on the HT-PEFCs, mainly parallel [47; 54; 83], serpentine
[12; 22; 61] and interdigitated [81; 84] geometries.
In addition, some new geometries for PEFC flow fields have also been mentioned in [9], including
a round spiral flow field [85–89]. In 2004, a spiral-type flow field with interdigitated channels was
designed by Cha et al. [85]. Since the channels connected to an inlet (inlet channel) and to an
outlet (outlet channel) are discontinuous (interdigitated flow field), it forces the gas flow through the
GDE under the ribs of the flow channel. A similar effect was described in PEFCs with interdigitated
[90; 91], serpentine [92–94] and other spiral flow fields [89], as well as in some HT-PEFCs [81; 82].
The effect is referred to as flow crossover [89; 93], cross-leakage [92] or by-pass [94] between two
adjacent flow channels.
The contact between the flow field plate and the GDE is illustrated in Fig. 2.7. Two regions can be
identified in the GDE. One region is located under the flow channel and the other under the ribs of
the flow field plates. The presence of the flow crossover reduces the pressure drop between the
inlet and outlet of a PEFC [95; 96]. The gas flows are forced into the GDE by means of convection
[81; 89]. The mass transport of oxygen is improved especially for the region under the ribs [91–
93; 97]. For PEFCs, the liquid water enrichment in the region beneath the ribs has been visualized
by the in-situ characterization [98]. In the presence of flow crossover, the water removal from the
region under the ribs is improved by the flow convection [86; 89].
In addition to the discontinuous inlet and outlet channels [85], the flow crossover of the spiral
flow field can also be modified by varying the amount of flow channels [87] and the width ratio of
the inlet and outlet channels [89] for PEFC. However, there are several disadvantages for these
modifications.
Both simulations and experiments confirmed that a suitable flow crossover between adjacent




































2. Theory and Literature Overview
2.5.2 Design of experiment
The optimization of the MEA can be performed using a statistical design of experiments and ex-
perimental design evaluation. The statistical design of experiments is a systematic and efficient
methodology for planning experiments so that the results obtained can be evaluated to yield ob-
jective and valid conclusions [105, p.10; 106, p.109;107, pp.26,37].
In a statistical design of experiments, the experimental conditions and the results are referred
to as influence factors and targets. The principle underlying DOE (design of experiment) is that
the impact of all factors can be simultaneously investigated with a limited amount of experimental
effort, while only one factor is varied in a single series of experiments designed by a classical
plan [107, p.26]. The systematically distributed experimental points describe the plan in the form
of a design matrix. According to this matrix, a series of experiments are carried out to yield
corresponding results, which can be also illustrated in a form of matrix [107, p.26].
After the experimental procedure, the statistical analysis is carried out by using the regression
analysis, where the target is quantitatively described with the effecting factors. This analysis there-
fore estimates the dependence of the target value on the factors in the entire range studied beyond
the pre-defined points. The common regression polynomials fit to the experimental data given with
a linear or quadratic form [107, pp.26,37].
• A linear model with two factors without interaction:
y = c0 + c1x1 + c2x2 (2.13)
• A linear model with three factors including interactions:
y = c0 + c1x1 + c2x2 + c3x3 + c4x1x2 + c5x1x3 + c6x2x3 (2.14)
• A quadratic model, with interactions for three factors, normally describes a cube:
y = c0 + c1x1 + c2x21 + c3x2 + c4x
2
2 + c5x3 + c6x
2






























































3.1. Doping the membrane
Therefore, the uptake of H2O can be distinguished from the H3PO4 uptake, as listed in Tab. 3.1.
Considering the results obtained from the weight without further treatment, the content of H3PO4
in the doped membrane was observed. Due to the fact that in the literature no data of the behavior
of phosphoric acid under very low pressure is available the results have to be treated carefully.
Considering the heating process under atmospheric pressure, the evaporation of loosely bound
water in doped ABPBI completes at 100 ◦C, and the elimination of water during the dehydration
starts at 117 ◦C [108]. Therefore, part of water still remained in the doped membrane due to the
equilibrium of the phosphoric acid dehydration and hydration [109]. In calculation, the weight of
water in the membrane was taken as the weight of H3PO4. The doping level of H3PO4/H2O uptake
will be higher/lower than the real value. The influence is obvious when the total doping level is at
the low level. The same problem should have also occurred in [27; 38].
The content of the components in the doped membrane can also be characterized using chemical
analysis, for instance, combustion elemental analysis and IC1 [110, pp.159-160]. The principles of
two techniques are described briefly in Appendix A2.2. Both characterization methods were per-
formed in Central Institute for Engineering, Electronics and Analytics (ZEA-3), Forschungszentrum
Jülich GmbH.
The doped membrane was cut into pieces and burned in the elemental analyzer (CHN Modus,
VarioELcube, Elementary). The element detection was performed with a thermal conductivity
detector. The content of carbon in the sample was obtained, which was used to calculate the
weight ratio of ABPBI in the doped membrane, as listed in Tab. 3.2. The specified error is less than
0.4wt.-% in absolute. Tab. 3.2 shows that the content of H3PO4 in the doped membrane can be
characterized by means of IC technique. The IC characterization was performed by Dionex ICS-
3000 (AS14 column) with the eluent of 1mmol sodium bicarbonate and 8mmol sodium carbonate.
The analytical error is ⊗ 5% in relative.
Table 3.2: Chemical quantitative characterization of the doped membranes.
Combustion elemental analysis Ion chromatography
Articles doped membrane doped membrane
Information weight ratio of carbon weight ratio of PO3–4
Calculated result / wt.-% W (ABPBI), W (H3PO4 + H2O) W (H3PO4)
It should be noted that the experimental errors mentioned above do not contain the errors caused
during the sample preparation for the elemental characterization. The handling of the samples
results in further errors. The doped membrane samples were cut into small pieces. When the
samples were taken out of the acid bath, the phosphoric acid adsorbed water from the air and a
liquid layer was gathered on the sample’s surface resulting in a high uncertainty of the experimental
results. This brings a great experimental error to the quantitative results, significantly for the
samples with higher doping levels, as shown in Fig. A3 and Fig. A4.





























3.2. MEA and cell assembly
3.2.2 Introducing acid into the MEA
Phosphoric acid doped ABPBI membrane was used as proton conductive membrane in the HT-
PEFCs. ABPBI membranes were supplied by FuMA-Tech GmbH, St. Ingbert, Germany, with a
thickness of 45 ⊗ 5µm. Before doping, the membrane samples were heated to 150 ◦C to evap-
orate the water and remaining solvent absorbed in the membranes. Subsequently, the samples
were immersed in the acid bath to introduce acid into the membrane [99], as illustrated in Fig. 3.1.
For the standard MEA, the phosphoric acid with a concentration of 85wt.-% was used as the acid
bath. The temperature of the acid bath was set to 110 ◦C. After a doping time of 15 h, the saturation
of acid in the membrane was achieved. This resulted in an acid uptake of 15 ⊗ 1mg cm−2.
If the required acid uptake in the MEA was higher than the adsorbed amount of acid in the mem-
brane, the additional acid solution was introduced directly onto the GDE [22; 111–113]. A solution
of 85wt.-% phosphoric acid and ethanol was prepared, with a volume ratio of 4:1. A predefined
volume of the solution was dropped in terms of a chess pattern over the whole electrode.
3.2.3 Cell assembly
The MEA contains a phosphoric acid-doped ABPBI membrane, two GDEs and gaskets made of
PFA2 or PTFE polymer [22; 111], as shown in Fig. 3.3a. The MEAs were assembled inside the
cell without a proceeding hot-pressing step. During the assembly, the MEAs were compressed to
75% of their initial thickness. The active area of the MEA was 14.44 cm2.
(a) (b) (c)
Figure 3.3: (a) Photograph of an assembled MEA. Black sheet: GDE; orange sheet: ABPBI mem-
brane; white sheet: gaskets.
(b) Photograph of a flow field plate with a serpentine geometry.
(c) Photograph of an assembled HT-PEFC (single cell).
Graphite composite flow field plates with serpentine gas channels were used [99; 100; 114] see
Fig. 3.3b. The width and depth of channel have the same dimension of 1.0mm, as well as the
width of land. The metallic endplates were heated in order to adjust the operating temperature.
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3.7. Reproducibility of HT-PEFCs (single cells)













Voltage @ 0.2 A cm-2 / V
(a)











Slope of Uj curve / m  cm2
(b)
Figure 3.9: Histograms: (a) voltage at 0.2A cm−2 and (b) slope in the range of 0.3 ≈ 0.6V. The
data were obtained from Fig. 3.8. In total, data from 10 cells were involved.
without obvious majority. In other words, the polarization curve slope is more influenced by the
uncertainty in comparison to the voltage at 0.2A cm−2. The uncertainty includes the variation of
the initial material quality, for example the ABPBI membranes, and the process during the cell
preparation and assembly.
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3. Doping Membrane, Cell Assembly and Characterization
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4 Determination of Acid Doping Level I
The content of phosphoric acid in the ABPBI membrane is one of the critical issues for the per-
formance of the HT-PEFCs. It is important to understand the mechanism of the reaction between
phosphoric acid and ABPBI polymers. As the first step, the kinetics of the doping process was
investigated experimentally in the present work. The doping procedure was carried out at different
temperatures.
Part of this work has been published as abstract and oral presentation at the 3rd Carisma Interna-
tional Conference, Copenhagen, September 2012; as well as an abstract and poster presentation
in the conference of GDCh Electrochemistry 2012, München, September 2012.
4.1 Doping level of ABPBI membrane
The ABPBI membrane samples were immersed in a bath of 85wt.-% phosphoric acid, as shown
in Fig. 3.1. The temperature of the phosphoric acid bath was varied in the range from 25 ◦C to
130 ◦C. The acid doping level is defined as the weight ratio of the doped membrane to the dry
membrane according to Eqn. 3.1. The calculated results are plotted in Fig. 4.1.




















































Figure 4.1: Doping level of ABPBI membranes at different temperatures of the acid bath in the
open system. (b) is a magnification of (a) in the time range of 0 – 84 h. The acid was
85wt.-% phosphoric acid. The error bars are standard deviation in absolute values.
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4. Determination of Acid Doping Level I
The doping level increased significantly in the first two hours. The increase in doping level slowed
down after 6 h until the constant value was obtained. Fig. 4.1 shows that less time was required to
approach the steady state at higher temperature. In the experiment, the highest constant doping
level was assumed as the equilibrium doping level, which is noted in Fig. 4.1a for the different
doping temperatures. The value of the equilibrium doping level increased with the doping temper-
ature. This means the enhanced temperature is advantageous for the doping reaction. Therefore,
the doping process can be considered as an endothermic reaction [25, p.29]. The increased equi-
librium doping level obtained at higher temperature is associated with the enhanced concentration
of the acid solution due to the water evaporation from the acid bath during the experiment [108].
The effect of the acid concentration on the equilibrium doping level will be discussed in Chapter 5.
In addition, the mobilities of ABPBI polymer chains could be promoted at higher temperature [118,
pp.569-572], which provides more volume space for acid diffusion into the membrane.
Fig. 4.1 shows that the deviation of the doping level is ⊗ 25wt.-% (10% in relative), which is
independent of the experimental temperature and doping time. There is no direct relationship
between the doping level and the thickness and the area weight of the initial membrane (Fig. A1).
The variation can be related to the uneven macro-structure of the membrane caused during the
casting process [118, pp.569-572]. This leads to large variations in the results of the measured
dimensions as a function of doping time (Fig. A2). The dimension variation can also be plotted
as a function of the doping level. Fig. 4.2 shows that both area and thickness of ABPBI samples
increase proportionally with the doping level. The volume of the membrane was expanded by
10-200% in a range of the doping level from 10wt.-% to 400wt.-%. The swelling effect was
also observed for PBI membranes [119]. From another viewpoint, the expanded volume can be
considered as the volume of phosphoric acid in the doped membrane. The volume fraction of
acid in the doped membrane can be calculated based on the data in Fig. 4.2. It increases up to
60 vol.-% when the doping level is 400wt.-%.



























Figure 4.2: Dimension variation of doped ABPBI as a function of acid doping level. The values
of doping level were obtained from Fig. 4.1, and the data of dimension variation from




















L + acid ⇀↽ L·acid
t=0 [L]T C0 0
t=t [L]F Ct [L]B




















Since each available site can only be occupied by a single acid molecule, xL is equal to the amount
of the acid (xA) in the doped membrane.
xL = xA (4.3)





If C0 remains higher than [L]B, the concentration of the occupied available site at equilibrium ([L]e)
is equal to the concentration of total available site ([L]T ).




[L]B, [L]T and [L]e are proportional to the real doping level (QA) since both A and M are constant
for the investigated system. In the following study, [L]B, [L]T and [L]e will be regarded as the doping
level of the membrane at the different stages of the doping process.
Based on these conditions, the reaction rate law can be investigated. However, the acid solution
contains H3PO4 and H2O, which are both introduced into the ABPBI membranes [39]. Different
possibilities of H3PO4 and H2O occupying the available sites have to be considered.
i : As an acid, H3PO4 is more active than H2O to react with the imidazole ring in ABPBI.
Therefore, the available sites are occupied only by H3PO4 which is used as assump-
tion. The available sites of the polymer chains are occupied with H3PO4 molecules.
Part of H3PO4 molecules are bound with H2O molecules. In this way, H2O is intro-
duced into the membrane.
ii : Both H3PO4 and H2O can occupy the available sites. The adsorption occurs among
the available sites, H3PO4 and H2O.
The following sections will examine which possibility is the dominant reaction during the doping
process. The investigation will be carried out by determining the rate law of the doping process.
It should be noted that the reaction equation discussed is only based on the consideration of the
weight gain of the doped membrane. The real chemical reactions between acid and polymer are
not regarded in this study. The chemistry of the doping process will be discussed in Chapter 5.



















L + H3PO4 ⇀↽ L·H3PO4
t=0 [L]T C0 0
t=t [L]T [L]B C0 [L]B
Thereactioncanbesupposedasapseudo-first-orderreaction.Therefore,thereactionratede-
pendsontheconcentrationofavailablesite,aswriteninEqn.4.6[26;121].















4. Determination of Acid Doping Level I
level ([L]T ) was lower by 20wt.-% than the experimental equilibrium doping level. The difference
between the calculated and the experimental value is smaller than the deviation of the doping
level (⊗ 25wt.-%, see in Fig. 4.1). In other words, the calculated equilibrium doping levels are
consistent with the experimental values. This means the pseudo-first-order model is appropriate
to describe the doping process at room temperature. Therefore, the reaction rate is proportional
to the concentration of free available site raised to the first power. The same reaction rate model
was also appropriate for doping PBI at room temperature [23]. The value of k1′ here is 3 orders
of magnitude higher than the one obtained for PBI-phosphoric acid system in [23]. This is caused
by the higher concentration of the acid bath in this study, 85wt.-%, compared to 30wt.-% and
70wt.-% in the literature. As the acid concentration increases, the viscosity of the solution also
increases [24]. This leads to a slower kinetic of the doping process and a lower rate constant [23].
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Figure 4.5: Pseudo-first-order plots of phosphoric acid adsorption on ABPBI polymer chains. The
original data were obtained from Fig. 4.1. (b) is the magnification of (a) in the period
of 0 – 84 h.




doping level (from Fig. 4.1a)
Calculated equilibrium
doping level ([L]T )
R2 k1
′
◦C wt.-% wt.-% h−1
25 163 143 0.954 8.58E-3
70 296 130 0.725 4.42E-2
90 320 56 0.423 5.63E-2
110 354 49 0.109 2.26E-2
130 349 23 -0.048 1.57E-1
However, the results were different when the doping temperature was raised above 70 ◦C. The
regression coefficient values were much lower than a factor of 0.9. The calculated equilibrium
doping level declined as the temperature increased. Therefore, the model can not be applied for
















2L + H3PO4 + H2O ⇀↽ L·H3PO4 + L·H2O
t=0 [L]T C0 C0′ 0 0




















4. Determination of Acid Doping Level I
A regression coefficient of 0.833 means the model can be applied but is not really appropriate
to the doping process at 25 ◦C. At higher temperatures, the regression coefficients are higher
than 0.97. In addition, the difference between expected and calculated equilibrium doping level
is less than 40wt.-%, which is still in the deviation range of the doping level. This reveals that
the model is appropriate to describe the doping process in the temperature range of 70-130 ◦C.
The rate of the doping process is proportional to the concentration of the square of free available
sites. The available sites are “consumed” by H3PO4 and H2O simultaneously. Moreover, higher
rate constants are obtained at higher doping temperatures. This follows the general tendency [25,
p.878]. As the temperature is raised, on the one hand, the mobility of polymer molecules increases
[118, pp.569-572]; on the other hand, the viscosity of phosphoric acid declines [66; 122]. Both
effects are favorable for the diffusion of the acid molecules into the bulk of the membrane.
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Figure 4.7: Pseudo-second-order plots of phosphoric acid adsorption on ABPBI polymer chains.
The original data were obtained from Fig. 4.1. (b) is a magnification of (a) in the time
range of 0 – 84 h.




doping level (Fig. 4.7a)
Calculated equilibrium
doping level ([L]T )
R2 k2
′
◦C wt.-% wt.-% wt.-% h −1
25 163 148 0.833 2.61E-4
70 296 288 0.975 2.03E-3
90 320 316 0.999 9.22E-3
110 354 323 0.993 6.33E-2
130 349 383 0.995 2.56E-2
The pseudo-second-order model (Eqn. 4.9) also gives the initial adsorption rate, which is defined
as Eqn. 4.10. The values are obtained from the reciprocal of the fitted plot interceptions in Fig. 4.7.
The initial adsorption rate is plotted as a function of the doping temperature in Fig. 4.8a.
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4.2. Reaction rate law
initial adsorption rate = k2′[L]T 2 (4.10)
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Figure 4.8: (a) Initial adsorption rate of phosphoric acid adsorption on ABPBI membrane samples;
(b) Amount of available site per repeat unit of ABPBI. The data was calculated based
on Tab. 4.2.
The initial adsorption is accelerated as the temperature increases until 110 ◦C. Therefore, less
time is required to reach the equilibrium at higher temperature (Fig. 4.1). The further increase
of temperature results in a reduced adsorption rate. This can be explained by the dissolution of
ABPBI into the phosphoric acid. In the experiment, the acid bath became yellow, the same color
as the ABPBI membrane, when doping membrane at temperature above 70 ◦C for more than 20 h.
At 130 ◦C the dissolution is so serious that the ABPBI samples in the acid bath were broken into
pieces after 20 h.
Based on the equilibrium doping level, the amount of available sites per repeat unit can be calcu-
lated by Eqn. 4.1 and Eqn. 4.5. For calculation, the molar ratio of H3PO4 and H2O in the doped
membrane is supposed as 1.03:1, the same as in 85wt.-% phosphoric acid [38]. When ABPBI is
doped in 85% phosphoric acid the concentration in the membrane is the same as in the doping
bath as will be shown in Fig. 5.2. The same effect was observed for PBI [38]. Fig. 4.8b shows
the amount of available sites per ABPBI repeat unit at different doping temperatures. The value is
also the maximum number of acid molecules adsorbed on each repeat unit of the polymer chains.
At room temperature, 3 molecules were adsorbed by each repeat unit of ABPBI polymer. In lit-
erature more than 10 molecules of H3PO4 and H2O can be adsorbed by each imidazole ring for
PBI membrane at room temperature [23; 38]. This indicates that the activity of ABPBI membrane
investigated here is lower compared to PBI membrane in the literature. This could be associated
with the macro-structure of ABPBI polymer chains.
The values of available sites increased from 3 to 7.5 when the doping temperature increased from
25 ◦C to 130 ◦C. The larger amount of available sites at higher temperature is consistent with the




























4.3. Diffusion mechanism of doping process
QA wt.-% doping level
kid wt.-% s−0.5 intraparticle diffusion coefficient


























Figure 4.10: Intraparticle diffusion plots of phosphoric acid adsorption on ABPBI membrane.
Fig. 4.10 shows the intraparticle diffusion plot for doping ABPBI membrane in the temperature
range from 25 ◦C to 130 ◦C. For the doping process at room temperature, the plot is linear and
passes through the origin. As the first step of the adsorption [26], the molecules of phosphoric
acid have to diffuse from the acid solution to the interface of ABPBI membrane. The linear plot
obtained at room temperature indicates that the boundary layer diffusion is the rate-controlling step
[123]. In other words, the adsorption occurs mainly at the interface between the membrane and
acid solution. H3PO4 molecules are more active to occupy the available sites at the interface of
the membrane in relation to H2Omolecules, which fits to the assumptions of the pseudo-first-order
rate model.
At temperatures above 70 ◦C, the plots failed to pass through the origin. The positive intercept
indicates a rapid external adsorption occurred within a short period of time. The latter curve
portion is dominated by the acid diffusion into the bulk of the membrane. And the final plateau
is considered as the saturation of the acid in the membrane. The last two portions are both
determined by the intraparticle diffusion. At higher temperatures, the mobility of molecule chains
[118, pp.569-572] and the viscosity of phosphoric acid [124, p.648] are promoted simultaneously.
Both effects reduce the resistance of acid diffusion into the membrane bulk, for both of H2O and
H3PO4. The kinetics enhance in comparison to the one at room temperature. Therefore, the H2O
contribution has to be considered into the elemental reaction. From another point of view, the
increased amount of acid molecules in the bulk of the membrane expanded the space between
polymer chains. This agrees with the significant swelling of the membranes, as shown in Fig. 4.2.
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4.4 Summary
The present chapter deals with the effect of the temperature on the ABPBI doping process in
phosphoric acid. The doping process was considered as the adsorption of phosphoric acid by
polymer chains. The reaction kinetic was investigated based on the content variation of phosphoric
acid in ABPBI membranes. The following results were observed:
i : The content of phosphoric acid in ABPBI increased significantly at the beginning of
the doping process and then slowly until approaching the equilibrium. Higher equilib-
rium doping levels was achieved with increasing doping temperature. Both area and
thickness of membranes were expanded after doping.
ii : The rate law of the doping process was determined experimentally. A first order reac-
tion order was found for the doping process at 25 ◦C. The reaction can be considered
to occur between H3PO4 molecules and available sites of the polymer chains. Three
H3PO4 molecules in maximum can be adsorbed by each repeat unit of ABPBI polymer
at 25 ◦C doping temperature.
iii : In the temperature range of 70-130 ◦C, a second order reaction order was found for the
doping process. The available sites “react” with both H3PO4 and H2O simultaneously.
Each repeat unit of ABPBI polymer can adsorb acid molecules up to 7.5 when the
doping temperature is increased up to 130 ◦C. The rate constant increases with the
doping temperature. The maximum initial adsorption rate occurs at 110 ◦C.
iv : The adsorption of phosphoric acid mainly occurs at the surface of the membrane dur-
ing doping at room temperature. The acid diffusion into the bulk of the membrane is
promoted at higher temperature.
v : The investigated doping process of ABPBI membranes in concentrated phosphoric
acid can be regarded as an endothermic reaction. The activation energy is estimated
as 94 kJ mol−1 in the temperature range from 70 to 110 ◦C.
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In Chapter 4 the kinetics of doping ABPBI membranes in concentrated phosphoric acid was in-
vestigated. In this work, the attention will be focused on the chemistry of the doping process. The
effect of the acid concentration on the doping process was investigated. The isotherm study was
carried out by means of Scatchard method [27; 41; 42]. A series of thermodynamic parameters
was estimated, e.g. the equilibrium constant, the change of Gibbs free energy and the equilibrium
dissociation constant.
5.1 Isotherm study at room temperature
5.1.1 Doping level with different acid concentrations
Chapter 4 reveals that the process of doping membranes at room temperature needs more time
to approach the equilibrium than the doping process at higher temperatures. In this work, the
samples of ABPBI membrane were doped in a phosphoric acid solution at room temperature for
one year. The concentration of the phosphoric acid bath was varied from 0 to 14.8mol L−1. The
doping process occurred in a closed system to keep the acid concentration unchanged during the
experiment.
The equilibrium acid doping level was plotted in Fig. 5.1a. The doping level increased as the
concentration of the acid solution was raised. For concentration of 14.8mol L−1 (85wt.-%), the
equilibrium doping level was found as 144wt.-%. The value is in good agreement with the highest
doping level obtained in the open system at room temperature for 200 h (Fig. 4.1). This means that
in this case the doping process was not sensitive to the system whether open or closed, because
the concentration of the acid solution in the open system probably had no obvious change up to
200 h at room temperature in the laboratory where the temperature and the relative humidity was
nearly constant during the doping time.
The contents of H3PO4, H2O and ABPBI were estimated separately by chemical characterization
(see Section 3.1). All the calculations are performed under the assumption that the ABPBI struc-
ture is equivalent to the structure shown in Fig. 2.2b. Fig. 5.1b shows the H3PO4 and H2O uptake
per ABPBI repeat unit. The water uptake of the membrane increased as the concentration of acid
bath was raised up to 5molL−1 H3PO4. Further increase in the acid concentration led to a reduced
water uptake. The H3PO4 uptake of the membrane increased rapidly with the concentration of the
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Figure 5.1: The equilibrium doping level at room temperature: (a) acid doping level calculated
by Eqn. 3.1; (b) uptake of (H3PO4 + H2O), H3PO4 and H2O separated by element
characterization. The ABPBI samples were immersed into phosphoric acid bath in
closed system at room temperature for one year.
acid solution up to 1molL−1. In the concentration range from 1 to 10molL−1, the acid uptake rose
slightly. For the acid solution of 14.8mol L−1, the H3PO4 uptake of ABPBI increased sharply. The
variation tendency of H3PO4 uptake of ABPBI against the acid bath concentration is consistent
with that of PBI [38]. However, the value of H3PO4 uptake obtained here is lower by 0.5molmol
−1
than that per imidazole ring in PBI [27]. It means the investigated ABPBI has a lower affinity to
react with phosphoric acid than the PBI described in the literature.
From the contents of H3PO4 and H2O, the acid concentration inside the doped membrane can
be calculated. The acid concentration in the doped membrane is defined as the number of moles
H3PO4 per liter of doped membrane. Fig. 5.2 shows that the acid concentration in the membrane
is higher than that in the surrounding acid solution. In other words, the acid is concentrated in
the doped membrane. Moreover, the concentrating effect was also observed for PBI [38], which is
attributed to the acid-base interaction between H3PO4 and polymer chains.
5.1.2 Scatchard plot
As suggested in Chapter 4, the doping process can be considered as the adsorption of H3PO4
molecules onto the ABPBI polymer chains. Here, the reaction chemistry will be investigated. The
location of the ABPBI binding to the acid molecule is referred to as the coordinating site. It is
believed that the reaction occurs at the imidazole group [15; 16]. The coordinating sites can be
divided into several groups depending on the affinity of the reaction bond [27]. The present work
focus on the coordination of H3PO4 and ABPBI as suggested in [27]. To clarify, the assumptions
in the study are listed below:
i : There is no change in acid concentration during the doping process.
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Figure 5.2: Acid concentration inside the doped membrane. The data were calculated from the
data in Fig. 5.1b.
ii : The effect of water on the studied isotherm is not taken into account.
iii : The coordinating sites can be divided into i types.
The isotherm of doping ABPBI at the room temperature can be investigated with the Scatchard
method [41; 42], which has been applied to the doping process of PBI [27]. According to the
description in Section 2.2.2,
[L]H3PO4
C0
is plotted against [L]H3PO4 (Eqn. 2.10). The curve in Fig. 5.3
is so-called Scatchard plot. Two linear portions can be distinguished. This means there are two
types of the coordinating sites in the ABPBI molecules. The slope and x-intercept of two linear
portions are used to calculate [Li ]T and Ki , as summarized in Tab. 5.1. The calculated data are
listed in Tab. 5.2.





















x-intercept = 0.56 
Figure 5.3: Scatchard plot for doping ABPBI membrane at room temperature. Points: experimen-
tal data obtained from Fig. 5.1b; lines: linear fitting plots.
Tab. 5.2 shows that [L1]T is estimated as 0.5mol mol−1. It means, in total, there is 0.5 first coor-
dinating site per imidazole ring for ABPBI. The value is the half of that per each imidazole ring for
PBI [27]. In addition, the slope of this portion gives an equilibrium constant (K1) of 13.3 L mol−1.









PortionI PortionI PortionI PortionI
[Li]T molmol−1 0.5 2.5 2⋆ 6.6†
Ki Lmol−1 13.3 0.14 12.7 0.19
∆Gi0,25◦C kJmol−1 -6.4 4.8 -6.3 4.11





























































































5.2. Isotherm study at 70 oC
acid to approach the equilibrium. For the concentrated phosphoric acid (14.8mol L−1), the doping
level at 70 ◦C reached at 230wt.-%, which is the same as that obtained without the reflux device
(Fig. 4.1).









70 oC: reflux system, 15 h
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70 oC: reflux system, 15 h
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(b)
Figure 5.5: The equilibrium doping level at 70 ◦C as a function of the acid concentration: (a) acid
doping level. The acid doping level at 25 ◦C from Fig. 5.1b was taken as reference.
(b) uptake of (H3PO4 + H2O), H3PO4 and H2O separated by the vacuum heating.
The ABPBI membrane samples were immersed into phosphoric acid bath in a reflux
system at 70 ◦C for 15 h.
The contribution of H3PO4 and H2O for the acid uptake was separated by heating the doped
membrane in the vacuum oven. Fig. 5.5b shows that the H3PO4 uptake increases with the con-
centration of the acid bath, significantly at 14.8mol L−1. The H2O uptake increases rapidly as the
acid concentration was raised up to 1mol L−1. Afterwards, it keeps almost constant and increases
sharply in the concentrated phosphoric acid bath. The variation of H2O uptake as a function of
the acid concentration is consistent with that of PBI in [38]. However, the tendency differed from
that at room temperature, which is chemical characterized (Fig. 5.1b). The difference is attributed
to the technical errors of quantitative characterization as described in Section 3.1. After heating in
the vacuum oven, part of water still remained in the doped membranes, which were considered as
the mass of H3PO4 in calculations. Therefore, the number of moles H2O in the doped membrane
obtained by the vacuum heating is smaller than that obtained by the chemical characterization.
5.2.2 Scatchard plot
The Scatchard method was also used in the investigation of the doping ABPBI membranes at
70 ◦C in the same way as that at 25 ◦C. The plot and related parameters are shown in Fig. 5.6 and
Tab. 5.4.
For the first type of coordinating site, the maximum doping level is 1mol mol−1, which fits to the








[Li]T molmol−1 1.24 -0.95
Ki Lmol−1 0.31 -0.05
∆G0,70◦C kJmol−1 3.36 –























macromolecules with one type of binding sites. In the process of doping ABPBI in phosphoric acid
at 70 ◦C, there are molecules of H3PO4 and H2O, and at least two types of bounding sites for the
adsorption. Therefore, the Scatchard method is not appropriate.
5.3 Summary
The present work focuses on the effect of the acid concentration on the process of doping ABPBI
in phosphoric acid solution. The thermodynamic study was investigated by Scatchard method.
The results were listed as following.
i : The equilibrium doping level increases as the concentration of the acid solution is
raised.
ii : There are two types of coordinating sites in the ABPBI membranes which can react
with H3PO4, one with a high affinity and the other with a lower affinity. At room temper-
ature, the strong adsorption with the high affinity takes place spontaneously, and 0.5
H3PO4 molecule is adsorbed by each ABPBI repeat unit in maximum. The weaker ad-
sorption with the lower affinity can not occur spontaneously, with 2.5 H3PO4 molecules
per ABPBI repeat unit adsorbed in maximum.
iii : At room temperature, the dissociation constant of the ABPBI-H3PO4 via the strong
adsorption is 13 times lower than that of aqueous phosphoric acid solution; while the
one via the weaker adsorption is 7 times higher than that in aqueous, which contributes
more to the proton conductivity of the doped membrane.
iv : The Scatchard method is not suitable to describe the H3PO4 uptake of ABPBI at 70
◦C,
since the influence of H2O uptake has to be taken into account.
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6 Microporous Layer of Anode and Cathode
This chapter evaluates the impact of a MPL on the properties of the GDEs and the performance of
the HT-PEFCs. The experimental results show that a suitable arrangement of anodic and cathodic
MPL is beneficial to improve the cell performance.
In this chapter, the experimental work was mainly performed by Sajedeh Mohajeri, and a part of
the content has been included in her master thesis [126]. The microscopic images were taken with
Katja Klafki. The analysis of EIS results were completed with the help of Dr. Klaus Wippermann.
6.1 Effect of MPL on physical properties of GDE
6.1.1 Structure and morphology
Two commercial GDLs were investigated in the present work, H2315 CX165 and H2315. The
H2315 CX165 consists of a layer of carbon fibre matrix and a MPL, while H2315 has the same
carbon fibre matrix as H2315, excluding the MPL. The thickness and area weight of the samples
were measured and are listed in Tab. 6.1. The thickness difference between the two GDLs is
attributed to the inclusion of the MPL with an approximate thickness of 40 µm.
Table 6.1: Physical parameters of two GDLs purchased from Freudenberg FCCT KG.
H2315 CX165 H2315
Carbon fibres non-woven non-woven
MPL with without
Thickness / µm 245 ⊗ 4 203 ⊗ 3
Area weight / mg cm−2 13.3 ⊗ 0.2 9.8 ⊗ 0.1
The morphology of the GDL was characterized by microscopic images. In the top-view image,
Fig. 6.1a, H2315 CX165 is homogeneous and dense due to the MPL on the top of it. In Fig. 6.1c
a double layer consisting of a dense top layer and a porous bottom-layer can be identified clearly.
In the bottom layer, the white spots are the cross-sectional view of the carbon fibres and the rest
volume are free space between fibres. The matrix of the carbon fibres are the same for H2315,
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GDL: without MPL (H2315)
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Figure 6.3: Histograms of the crack width of the catalyst layer deposited on top of (a) H2315
CX165 (with MPL) and (b) H2315 (without MPL). The crack widths were measured on
Fig. 6.2a and Fig. 6.2b.
for the one without MPL, although they were deposited with the same platinum loading in average.
6.1.2 Catalyst loading gradient
The catalyst layer of the GDE was deposited with a fixed speed by means of the doctor blade
technique, as illustrated in Fig. 3.4. After drying, the GDE was cut into pieces to detect the cat-
alyst loading gradient along the coating direction (Fig. 3.4). The catalyst layer thickness and the
platinum loading of each piece were plotted against the position in x direction, where x is the
direction of coating (see in Fig. 6.4). The experiments have been repeated three times.
There is a clear tendency that the thickness of the catalyst layer and the catalyst loading decrease
along the coating direction. The gradient is more pronounced and scatted for the MPL free GDE.
In addition, the average thickness and Pt loading are both higher for the GDE without MPL in
relation to the one with MPL. During the deposition, as illustrated in Fig. 3.2b, the weight of the
catalyst slurry in the blade decreases along the coating direction. This reduces the force on the
catalyst slurry attached to the GDL, which decreases the weight of the catalyst slurry deposited
on the GDL. Therefore, a gradient of the catalyst weight and catalyst loading is observed along
the coating direction. The gradient becomes obvious for the MPL free GDE, since the penetration
of catalyst slurry into GDL (Fig. 6.2d) declines with the weight of catalyst slurry in the blade. In
addition, the solvent in the slurry can easier infiltrate through the GDL in the absence of the MPL.
The accelerated solvent removal results in the thicker catalyst with wider cracks (Fig. 6.2).
The catalyst layer thickness of GDEs without MPL has to be reduced to 100 µm in order to reach
the same catalyst loading as that of the GDEs with MPL. It is achieved by decreasing the thickness
of the spacer during the preparation of the catalyst layer.
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Figure 6.4: (a) Thickness and (b) Pt loading gradient of catalyst layers prepared on top of H2315
CX165 (with MPL) and H2315 (without MPL).
6.1.3 Air permeability
As a porous material, the gas permeability is one of the most important properties of the GDE
[8, p.15]. In the present work, the air permeability is calculated by Eqn. 3.3, based on the Gurley
number. The Gurley number is expressed as the time required passing a certain volume of flow
through the gas diffusion media in the through-plane direction [8, p.15].
Tab. 6.2 lists the air permeabilities of the GDL and the GDE samples. It shows that the air perme-
ability of the GDL with MPL is two orders of magnitude higher than that without MPL. This reveals
that the air permeability of the GDL is dominated by the MPL [58, p.29]. The deposition of the
catalyst layer has no clear influence on the permeability in the presence of a MPL. However, it
reduces the air permeability to about 50% in the absence of a MPL, since the macropores of GDL
are partly closed by the catalyst layer. The impact of the catalyst layer on the air permeability is
much weaker than that of MPL due to the macro-cracks in the catalyst layer, comparing Fig. 6.1
and Fig. 6.2.
Table 6.2: Air permeability (through-plane, / µm (Pa s)−1) of GDL and GDE at 1 atm..
GDL GDE
H2315 CX165 (with MPL) 10.1 ⊗ 2.5 12.1 ⊗ 2.4
H2315 (without MPL) 1748 ⊗ 56 985 ⊗ 94
6.2 Effect of MPL on electrochemical performance of HT-PEFCs
A series of electrochemical experiments was carried out to determine the effect of anodic and



















6.2. Effect of MPL on electrochemical performance of HT-PEFCs
reference cell). The tendency is independent of the cathode stoichiometry. This differs from the
conclusion observed by Lobato et al. [58, pp.34-36] that the absence of a MPL at one side reduces
the voltage of the HT-PEFC. The conflict may be associated with the different composition in the
catalyst layer. Although the same catalyst powder was used, the catalyst loading is 1.0mg cm−2
in this work and 0.5mg cm−2 in their study. In addition, 3.3mg cm−2 of PTFE was used as the
binder here, while 0.5mg cm−2 of PBI powder was introduced in their GDEs as the ionomer. The




























































Figure 6.7: (a) Voltage at 200mA cm−2 and (b) slope of polarization curves in the range of 0.3
– 0.6V. All data were obtained with polarization curves recorded at ambient pressure
and 160 ◦C after the cell operation of 70 h.
6.2.2 Resistances
EIS was performed on the different cells to determine and quantify the resistances. The recorded
Nyquist plots were further analyzed by the equivalent circuit with the classical transmission line
model [67; 111; 116; 117], as shown in Fig. 3.6. A series of resistances have been obtained for the
varied cells, the ohmic, kinetic and mass transport resistances. The obtained ohmic resistances
are plotted in Fig. 6.8a at 200mA cm−2 and Fig. 6.8b at 400mA cm−2. The data for the cell with
MPL for both sides under λH2/air = 2/1.2 was missing, since the cell voltage was not stable during
the recording of Nyquist plots.
Two tendencies of ohmic resistance are observed in Fig. 6.8:
I : When the cathodic stoichiometry is reduced or the current density is raised, the ohmic
resistance decreases independent of the modification on the MEA.
II : At the same cathodic stoichiometry, ohmic resistance present a tendency as: only with
anodic MPL 6 only with cathodic MPL < without any MPL 6 with MPL for both sides.
This agrees with the result observed from the polarization curves (Fig. 6.7).
The first tendency follows the general behavior of phosphoric acid in the HT-PEFC. The water
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Figure 6.8: Ohmic resistances at (a) 200mAcm−2 and (b) 400mAcm−2. The data were obtained
by analyzing Nyquist plots with the equivalent circuit model as shown in Fig. 3.6. The
Nyquist plots were recorded with amplitude of 5mV in a frequency range of 100 kHz
– 100mHz. The cells were operated at ambient pressure and 160 ◦C for 140 h.
removal from the electrode to the outlet is hindered by reducing the flow rate, which will increase
the water content in the MEA. The water content in the MEA can also be improved by raising
the current density [70; 127]. The higher water content leads to a dilution of the phosphoric acid,
which increases the proton conductivity of the membrane [61; 65; 66].
The second tendency needs more analysis. The ohmic resistances of the reference cell were
recorded for 10 times with different identical MEAs, as shown in Fig. A10. The plot in black is in
the mean range of all plots (Fig. A10), which is used to evaluate the effect of MPL as shown in
Fig. A11. The intercept at the real axis in the high frequency range is known as the ohmic resis-
tance [117]. The variation of the intercepts in Fig. A11 follows the second tendency. Therefore,
the tendencies of ohmic resistance obtained here is reproducible.
As shown in Fig. 6.9, the mass transport resistances are determined mainly by the cathode stoi-
chiometries. There is no clear dependence on the presence/absence of the MPL at 200mAcm−2,
see Fig. 6.9a. The same observation was also found for the kinetic resistance (not shown here).
While at 400mA cm−2, Fig. 6.9b, the mass transport resistances are smaller for the cell without
cathodic MPL in comparison to the one with cathodic MPL under the cathodic stoichiometries of
1.2 and 2.
6.2.3 Water collection
In the HT-PEFC, water is produced at the cathode and transferred through the membrane to the
anode [3]. The produced water was collected at the outlet of the anode and the cathode during
cell operation. The mass ratio of the water collected at the anode to the total water collection is
referred to as the water anode ratio (w) as described in Eqn. 3.7. The ratio is used to characterize
the transport of water in the MEA.
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Figure 6.9: Mass transport resistances at (a) 200mA cm−2 and (b) 400mA cm−2. The data ob-
tained in the same way as those in Fig. 6.8.
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Figure 6.10:Water anode ratio of cells with different GDLs (redrawn from [126, Fig.4.16]). The
cells were operated at ambient pressure and 160 ◦C for 140 h, at 200mAcm−2 under
λH2/air = 2/2. The temperature of the outlet condenser was set as 7
◦C.
The variation of w is visualized in Fig. 6.10. The w of the cell without the cathodic MPL is higher
than the one with the cathodic MPL. Since the overall water collection is constant for all cells, it
means less water was collected from the cathode at the absence of the cathodic MPL.
6.2.4 Discussion
A series of cells were operated to evaluate the effect of MPLs on the cell performance. To clarify,
the modified cells can be divided into three sets (Fig. 6.11). The experimental results are summa-
rized as following. If not stated otherwise, all results are compared to the reference cell, which is
assembled with a MPL at both electrodes.




































Nevertheless, the reduced ohmic and mass transport resistances of the modified cells agree with
the increased voltages and reduced slope of the polarization curves. In other words, the absence
of one MPL is beneficial to the cell performance.
6.3 Summary
Based on the experimental characterization and discussion, effects and properties of MPL can be
summed up as follow:
I : The presence of MPL avoids the catalyst penetration into the matrix of carbon fibres
during the deposition of the catalyst layer.
II : The MPL leads to a weak attachment between the catalyst layer and GDL when the
doctor blade technique is used to coat the catalyst layer. In addition, the cracks in the
catalyst layer become smaller with the inclusion of the MPL.
III : The gas permeabilities of the GDLs and GDEs are reduced significantly when the MPL
are involved.
IV : The performance of HT-PEFC is promoted when a MPL is used only at one side.
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7 Anode Thickness
As discussed in Chapter 6, the absence of a MPL at one side of the MEA is beneficial to the
performance of a HT-PEFC. However, it should be noted that the overall thickness of the GDE
without MPL is lower than the one with MPL. Therefore, which is the significant factor, the thickness
or the absence of MPL? In addition, the thickness of the catalyst layer is as high as 125µm in
Chapter 6. How will the cell performances be changed if the thickness of the catalyst layer is
reduced? This chapter will focus on these two issues. In order to simplify the investigation, the
variation of GDEs only occurred at the anode.
The experimental work was mainly performed by Sajedeh Mohajeri, and the description of the
experimental procedure and part of the results has been included in her master thesis [126]. The
microscopic images were taken with Katja Klafki.
7.1 Effect of catalyst layer thickness on physical properties of GDE
Two commercial GDLs were used in the present work, H2315-CX165 and H2315, which have
been investigated in Chapter 6. H2315-CX165 contains the same carbon fibre support as H2315,
while a MPL was incorporated only on top of H2315-CX165. The catalyst layers were deposited
on top of the GDLs with different thicknesses in the range of 15 to 125 µm for H2315-CX165 and
of 60 to 125 µm for H2315. A raised catalyst layer thickness (θCL) leads to an increase in the GDE
thickness and the platinum loading, as shown in Fig. 7.1. To reach the same GDE thickness as
a GDE with MPL, the ones without MPL were deposited with a 40 µm thicker catalyst layer, since
the thickness of the MPL is about 40 µm.
7.1.1 Morphology
Fig. 7.2 shows the top-view morphologies of the GDEs with different θCL in the absence and
presence of a MPL. The catalyst layers were divided into blocks by the appearance of cracks.
The widths of 30 cracks were measured for each image. The distributions of the crack width are
plotted as Histograms in Fig. 7.3. The majority class of the crack widths shifts to a higher value
with increasing thickness of the catalyst layer, independent of the presence of a MPL. With the
same thickness of the catalyst layer, the majority class of the crack width is larger for the GDE
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Figure 7.3: Histograms of the cracks width of the catalyst layer. The crack widths were measured
in Fig. 7.2, 30 points for the single images.
declines with the reduction of θCL. This is attributed to the crack structure in the catalyst layer. The
narrower crack in the thinner GDE hinders the pathway of air flow through the GDEs.
























GDE thickness / m
 without MPL
 with MPL
Figure 7.4: Air permeability as a function of the GDE thickness. The data are mean values of
three samples for each condition. The error bars are standard deviation in absolute.
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7.2 Effect of catalyst layer thickness on performance of HT-PEFC
Six different electrodes as presented in Fig. 7.2 were used as anodes for HT-PEFCs. The cath-
odes and the cells were prepared and operated in the same way as the standard cell, as described
in Chapter 3.
7.2.1 Polarization curves
The polarization curves were recorded after the break-in process. Fig. 7.5 shows the polarization
curves of cells with the different anodes. The voltage at 200mA cm−2 and the slope of polariza-
tion curves were collected to compare the cell performance. As shown in Fig. 7.6a, the voltage
at 200mA cm−2 increases by 40mV when the thickness of the anodic catalyst layer (θCL,An.) is
decreased from 124µm to 15 µm in the presence of the MPL. It seems that the reduction of the
anode thickness is beneficial to the performance of HT-PEFC. At the same thickness of the anode,
at 200mA cm−2, the voltage of the cell with anodic MPL is higher by 50mV than that of the ones
without anodic MPL. Therefore, the presence of MPL improves the cell performance at least when
the thickness of the anode is lower than 90 µm. The opposite effects obtained in Chapter 6 are
only valid for the thicker catalyst layer at the anode, for instance 120 µm.
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Figure 7.5: Polarization curves of the cells with different anode thicknesses (redrawn from [126,
Fig.5.10]). The curves were recorded at 160 ◦C with λH2/air = 2/2 after a break-in
process of 70 h. The cathode contained a MPL and a platinum loading of 0.94 ⊗
0.05mg cm−2, and the uptake of the phosphoric acid was 15 ⊗ 1mg cm−2.
Fig. 7.6b shows the polarization curve slope are varied in the same way as the voltage in the
presence of the anodic MPL. The cell without the anodic MPL does not present a clear tendency.
To be aware of the HOR kinetic at a low level of the anode catalyst loading, the Nyquist plots were
recorded with λH2 of 2 and 6. Fig. A12 shows that, with an anodic catalyst loading of 0.15mgcm
−2,
the kinetic resistance became even higher at a higher flow rate of H2. It means the decreased
anode catalyst loading has no negative influence on the HOR kinetic, at least in the range studied.
The increased kinetic resistance is attributed to the drying effect at a high flow rate, which will be
further discussed in Chapter 8.
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7.2. Effect of catalyst layer thickness on performance of HT-PEFC
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Figure 7.6: (a) Voltage at 200mA cm−2 and (b) slope of polarization curves in the range of 0.3 –
0.6V as a function of the anode thickness. All data were obtained from Fig. 7.5.
7.2.2 Water collection
The water production was collected during the operation. The mass ratio of the anodic water
collection to the total collection gives the water anode ratio, which can be used to characterize the
water transport in the cell. As shown in Fig. 7.7, the water anode ratio increases as the anode
thickness is reduced in the presence of the anodic MPL. This means more water was collected
from the thinner anodic catalyst layer. In addition, at the same thickness of the anode, the water
anode ratio is higher for the cell with the anodic MPL in comparison to the one without anodic MPL.
Therefore, with the same thickness, the MPL is more efficient than the catalyst layer to remove the
water vapor from the anode to the outlet. In other words, the presence of the MPL improves the
water removal from the anode.
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Figure 7.7:Water anode ratio of HT-PEFCs with different anodic thicknesses. The cells were
operated at 200mA cm−2 with λH2/air = 2/2. The temperature of the water condenser




The GDE thickness and the platinum loading both decrease as θCL is reduced (Fig. 7.1). Mean-
while, the cracks in the catalyst layer become narrower with a reduction of θCL (Fig. 7.3). This
hinders the pathway of the air flow through the GDEs (Fig. 7.4), and results in the smaller gas
permeabilities of the GDEs samples. In the assembled MEA, phosphoric acid transports into the
cracks prior due to the hydrophobic nature of the catalyst layer [60, pp.893-898]. The shrank
cracks force the acid into the catalyst blocks. It enhances the contact area of the liquid and the
gas flow in the anode, which improves the water evaporation. In addition, the thinner catalyst layer
improves the water removal by reducing the transport distance. Combining all these effects, the
higher content of water was collected from the thinner anodic catalyst layer, as shown in Fig. 7.7.
On the other side, the increased water collection at the anode indicates a higher content of water in
the MEA. It leads to a dilution of the phosphoric acid [66; 127], which improves cell performances
(Fig. 7.5 and Fig. 7.6) due to the enhanced proton conductivity of the membrane [61; 65; 70] and
the oxygen transport through the electrolyte [67; 69].
In the absence of the MPL, some parts of catalyst penetrate into the matrix of the carbon fibres
(Chapter 6). There is no limit for the acid distribution in the MEA, and thus more acid would
enrich in the matrix of carbon fibres in GDL. This might increase the content of acid leaching
from the catalyst layer and the membrane, which would be harmful to the performance of HT-
PEFC [10; 20; 71]. As mentioned, the acid distribution and water vapor transport in the GDE are
modified with the thickness and crack structure of catalyst layer. However, there is no simple rule
observed from the experimental results when the θCL is reduced for the cells with MPL free anode.
In brief, the thinner anode is beneficial to the cell performance especially in the presence of the
anodic MPL in relation to the one without anodic MPL.
7.4 Summary
The present chapter compares the electrode with different thicknesses of the catalyst layers in the
presence and the absence of the MPL, respectively. Following results are observed:
I : As the thickness of the catalyst layer increases, the thickness and platinum loading of
GDE increase as well as the crack width in the catalyst layer.
II : The gas permeability of the GDE increases as the catalyst layer thickness is raised
with the inclusion of the MPL. There is no obvious tendency for the MPL free GDE.
III : The cell performance is improved as the anode thickness is reduced. The best anode
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8. Catalyst Layer Morphology, Platinum Loading and Phosphoric Acid Content
According to the pre-defined plan (Fig. 8.1), three catalyst loadings of the electrodes are required.
In the experiments, they were achieved by depositing the catalyst layer with identical catalyst slur-
ries and varied thicknesses of the spacers, as described in Chapter 7. The relationship between
the Pt loading and the thickness of the catalyst layer (θCL) is plotted in Fig. A13. Three different
electrodes were prepared with modified catalyst loadings and thicknesses as listed in Tab. 8.1.
Table 8.1: Pt loading and thickness of catalyst layer as required in Fig. 8.1.
I II III
Pt loading mg cm−2 0.16 ⊗ 0.02 0.43 ⊗ 0.08 0.95 ⊗ 0.05
θCL µm 18 ⊗ 4 52 ⊗ 12 128 ⊗ 17
Three levels of acid uptakes were obtained by varying the method to introduce the phosphoric acid
into the MEA:
I : the membranes were immersed into an open bath (Fig. 4.1) of 85wt.-% phosphoric
acid at 70 ◦C for 15 h. The acid uptake reached a level of 11⊗1mg cm−2.
II : the membranes were doped in the same way as in process I, while the tempera-
ture of the acid bath was raised up to 115 ◦C. The acid uptake was increased to
15⊗1mg cm−2.
III : a part of the required acid uptake was obtained as in process I; the rest of phosphoric
acid was introduced into GDEs directly with a pre-defined volume as described in
Section 3.2.2. The final acid uptake of the MEA was 19⊗1mg cm−2.
In total, 21 cells were prepared according to the pre-defined conditions. A few cells were repeated
twice or three times for controlling the reproducibility of the experiments. The values of the catalyst
loading, θCL and the acid uptake of the investigated cells are listed in Tab. A3. The electrochemical
characterization was carried out with these cells as described in Section 3.4. The experimental
data were collected and statistically analyzed according to the method mentioned in Section 2.5
and Section 3.6. The fitted results were expressed in three-dimensional graphics cubes.
8.2 Results and analysis
8.2.1 Cell voltage
The polarization curves of the HT-PEFCs were recorded after the break-in procedure. The voltage
at 200mA cm−2 was collected and further analyzed as described in Section 3.6. The results are
visualized as a graphic cube in Fig. 8.2. The voltage is strongly influenced by the interactions of
the MEA components as well as of the thickness of anodic and cathodic catalyst layer (θCL,An. and
θCL,Ca.). The highest voltage is obtained at an acid uptake of 20mg cm−2, and a catalyst loading
of 1.0mg cm−2 and 0.6mg cm−2 for cathode and anode, as marked with a star in Fig. 8.2. The
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8. Catalyst Layer Morphology, Platinum Loading and Phosphoric Acid Content
when rCa. > rABPBI . Because the reduction on the acid content in the membrane is not clearly
observed (Fig. 8.12-a). The decreased Ro is attributed to the variation of the acid concentration.
As mentioned above, the acid concentration at OCV is considered as 73.8wt.(P2O5)%. With this
concentration, the proton conductivity increases when the acid concentration is reduced [65]. In
other words, the elevated θCL causes a reduced Ro due to the dilution of phosphoric acid.
Therefore, the content of phosphoric acid in the anode and cathode can be characterized by the
second model. To explain the variation of the acid concentration in the MEA, the further discussion
is required especially when the water is produced under constant load.
8.3.2 Cell operated under constant load
When the cell is operated under constant load, the situation inside the cell is completely different
from the case at OCV. At OCV only a small amount of water was generated due to the hydrogen
leakage through the membrane. Therefore, the phosphoric acid inside the MEA could be assumed
to be in thermodynamic equilibrium with the gas inside the gas channels. The acid concentration
can be correlated with the water vapor partial pressure inside the gas channel [70]. When a cell
is operated under load, water will be produced at the phosphoric acid coated catalyst sites in the
cathode. The reaction occurs inside the phosphoric acid solution. The transport of the water
through the phosphoric acid, the catalyst layer, the MPL and the GDL into the gas channel results
in a consequence where the acid concentration cannot directly be estimated as that at OCV.
In addition to the hydration of phosphoric acid, the water production also causes an expanded
acid volume in the MEA in comparison to OCV [127]. The content and volume fraction of the
acid in the catalyst layer should be higher than that shown in Fig. 8.12. This also changes the
acid distribution inside the catalyst layer simultaneously. As discussed in Chapter 7, the porous
catalyst layer is divided into blocks by macro-cracks. The micro- and/or meso-pores are found in
the blocks [47]. The cracks become wider when θCL is raised. Since the catalyst layer consists of a
large amount of PTFE, the cracks can be considered as hydrophobic capillaries [60, pp.893-898;
64]. The macro-cracks will be filled with phosphoric acid before the micro- and/or meso-pores are
flooded, as illustrated in Fig. 8.13.
The acid distribution in the catalyst layer has significant influences on the water vapor transport.
There are two major effects:
i : When the acid accumulates in cracks, the water evaporation occurs at the interface
between the acid solution and the gas flow. When θCL is raised, the cracks become
wider (Chapter 7) and d rises as illustrated in Fig. 8.13. The area of the liquid-gas
interface is enlarged, which improves water departing from the catalyst layer.
ii : When the acid solution is present in the micro- and meso-porous blocks, the water
vapor is forced to diffuse through the porous media. The diffusion distance (l , see in
Fig. 8.13) become larger as long as θCL is increased. Therefore, the water removal







































8. Catalyst Layer Morphology, Platinum Loading and Phosphoric Acid Content
with an elevated θCL,An.. Since Rp declines at the same time, it means the proton conductivity of
phosphoric acid at the cathode increases with the acid concentration. The effect will be further
discussed in Section 8.3.3.
However, the O2 transport through the phosphoric acid is hindered when the acid concentration is
increased [69]. Moreover, the thicker anode adsorbs more acid, which reduces the acid content in
the cathode. Both effects cause an increase in Rct as long as θCL,An. is raised. It is not clear why
Rct declines at first with the elevated θCL,An.. It could be associated with the acid distribution in the
cathode. More detailed evaluation would be required to clarify this effect.
C: Increase in anode catalyst loading (thickness) at a high level of MEA acid content
Fig. 8.7 shows that less water is collected from the thicker anode, when the MEA acid uptake is
in a high level. It indicates that the water departing from the anode is determined by the vapor
diffusion through the micro- and meso-porous media at the anode, as Effect ii. This is different
from the effect described in Section 8.3.2.B because more acid is present in both cracks and
blocks of the anode catalyst layer.
In the meanwhile, the water removal from the cathode is improved. This means the water con-
centration in the cathode is increased with the elevated θCL,An.. As mentioned in Section 8.3.2.B,
the proton conductivity of the acid declines with the acid dilution. The inference confirms the
description in Fig. 8.4 that Rp increases with θCL,An..
The reduced acid concentration improves the oxygen transport through the phosphoric acid [69].
This is beneficial to the cathodic kinetics. However, the acid content in the cathode decreases
because more acid is adsorbed by the thicker anode. The Aact . at the cathode is reduced, which
hinders the ORR kinetics. As a result, Rct decreases to the minimum and then increases along
with the raised θCL,An..
D: Increase in cathode catalyst loading (thickness) at a low level of MEA acid content
As long as θCL,Ca. increases, the water collection from the cathode is reduced at a low level of
the MEA acid uptake (see in Fig. 8.7). The effect follows Effect ii, that the phosphoric acid is
present not only in the cracks but also in the porous blocks of the cathode. The acid distribution
is different to that in the anode, which has been discussed in Section 8.3.2.B. The gas flow rate
at the cathode was 2.4 times higher than that at the anode, when H2 and air were fed into the cell
with a stoichiometry of 2. In addition, the concentration of acid solution in the cathode catalyst
layer is assumed to be lower than that in the anode, while the acid volume be larger, because the
ORR occurs at the cathode. All these effects enhance the water evaporation at the cathode in
comparison to that at the anode. Therefore, the water removal from the cathode is determined by
the vapor diffusion through the porous media.
Due to the raised θCL,Ca. the limited gas diffusion also hinders the O2 transport at the cathode.
Both Rct and Rm increase with θCL,Ca. at a low level of MEA acid uptake (Fig. 8.5 and Fig. 8.6).
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8.3. Discussion
E: Increase in cathode catalyst loading (thickness) at a high level of MEA acid content
When θCL,Ca. is raised, more water is removed from cathode at a high level of the MEA acid uptake
(Fig. 8.7). As discussed in Effect i, the evaporation process is the dominant issue for the water
removal from the cathode. The case is different to that in Section 8.3.2.D because the volume of
acid solution in the cathode catalyst layer is higher here. The whole cathode catalyst layer can
be flooded with the acid, which reduces the distance of gas diffusion through the porous block.
Therefore, the vapor diffusion process is not the dominant issue anymore.
As θCL,Ca. increases, the loading and surface area of platinum in the cathode increases. The
expanded catalyst surface area and the liquid volume in the cathode improve the active area of
the cathode, which is beneficial to the ORR kinetics. The lowest Rct is obtained with a high level
of the MEA acid uptake, the catalyst loading and the thickness of the cathode catalyst layer.
8.3.3 Acid concentration in cathode
As mentioned above, the concentration of phosphoric acid inside the electrodes at OCV is nearly
in a thermodynamic equilibrium with the water vapor partial pressure in the gas channel. When
the current is drawn from the cell, water will be produced inside the phosphoric acid and disturbs
the equilibrium between the water vapor partial pressure in the gas channels and the phosphoric
acid in the electrode. The question which arises is: what the concentration of phosphoric acid
inside the MEA?
A rough estimation can be given according to the water vapor partial pressure at the cell outlet. It
is assumed that dry gases are fed at the inlet and all water production will be removed from the
cathode outlet. The difference in water vapor partial pressure between the gas channel and the
electrochemical active area due to water vapor transport will be taken into account. The water
transport in the cathode is illustrated in Fig. 8.14. Two transport processes will be distinguished:
through the acid film and through the porous GDE.
The ORR takes place at three-phase boundary. The area of three-phase boundary in an operated
cell is smaller than the value of Aact . examined by CV, because the CV experiments were carried
out at the O2 free cathode [20]. Considering the oxygen transport in the acid solution, only the top
layer of the catalyst is assumed to be involved in the ORR. The three-phase boundary is located
at the catalyst surface close the interface between the acid solution and the gas, which is depicted
as blue line in Fig. 8.14.
Process I: ORR at active site (Pt surface)
The ORR occurs at the Pt surface at the reactive sites of the cathode. The water flux is calculated





































































































































































parameter Ro Rp Rct Rm
↑ ↓ ↓ Acidamountinmembrane ↓














































8. Catalyst Layer Morphology, Platinum Loading and Phosphoric Acid Content
cess or by the vapor diffusion. The dominant step is varied depending on the acid
distribution and the gas flow. When the cells are operated under certain load, the acid
concentration at the cathode remains at a low level where the acid dilution leads to a
decrease in the proton conductivity of the phosphoric acid.
III : The performance of a HT-PEFC is influenced by the content of phosphoric acid in
the MEA, the thickness of the anode and cathode catalyst layer, the cathodic catalyst
loading, and their interactions. The interactions are connected by the distribution of
phosphoric acid and gases (oxygen and water vapor) in the MEA. The optimum cell
performance was obtained with an acid uptake of 20mg cm−2, and a catalyst thick-
ness of 125 µm at cathode and 75 µm at anode. The related catalyst loadings of are
1.0mg cm−2 and 0.6mg cm−2.
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9 Flow Field Geometry
The former chapters have revealed that the performance of the HT-PEFC can be improved by
the modification of gas and acid distribution in the MEA. In this chapter, the attention will focus
on the effect of gas distribution on the cell performance. To avoid the variation of the electrode
macrostructure, the gas distribution will be modified by the geometries of the flow fields.
In the present work, a customized spiral flow field was investigated. The spiral flow field was
characterized and optimized with varied channel depths in a series of experiments. In addition, a
long-term test was performed for the HT-PEFC assembled with an optimized spiral flow field. The
same experiments were also carried out for a conventional serpentine flow field as reference.
The design of the spiral flow field was completed by Dr. Mirko Kvesic´, Jens Bohner and Nils
Schneider. The experimental work was performed with the help of Yuan Yuan, who worked for
her scientific internship. Analysis of EIS results were accomplished with the help of Dr. Klaus
Wippermann. Part of experimental results was presented as [114] and oral presentation at the
Honolulu, PRiME 2012 Electrochemical Society (ECS) 222nd Meeting. In addition, the work has
been partly published [99; 100].
9.1 Customized spiral flow field
A customized spiral flow field was investigated in the present work. The geometry of the flow field
is shown in Fig. 9.1a. It is similar to the design proposed in [86]. The inlet and outlet located at the
edge of the active area are connected by a single spiral channel. The arrangement of the spiral
flow channel differs from that of the serpentine flow channels (Fig. 9.1b), where three parallel
channels serpentine down from inlet to outlet. The design of the serpentine flow field has been
widely used for HT-PEFCs in different groups [12; 61; 72; 82; 142].
The active area of the cell with a spiral flow field (Fig. 9.1a) was 9.1 cm2. The widths of channel
and rib, and the channel depth were all 1.0mm. The cells assembled with these flow fields were
referred to as the spiral-1.0 cell. A conventional serpentine flow field (as shown in Fig. 9.1b) was
investigated as reference. The width and depth of channel were 1.0mm as was the width of rib.
The active area of the MEA was 14.4 cm2. The related cell was referred to as the serpentine cell.




























































9. Flow Field Geometry
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Figure 9.4: Pressure drop between inlet and outlet, and pressure ratio of the spiral-1.0 and the
serpentine cells. The cells were constructed with PFA film and standard MEA, respec-
tively, and fed with N2 at room temperature under atmospheric pressure.
declined when the cell was assembled with a MEA in relation to the case with a PFA film. The
intrusion of the GDL into the channel due to the compression of the cell during assembly, reduces
the cross section of the channels [131]. This should result in a higher pressure drop. On the
other hand, the flow penetration through the porous electrode under the rib should reduce the
pressure drop. The effect is associated with a flow crossover as illustrated in Fig. 9.3a. The
pressure measurements indicate that a flow crossover occurring between two adjacent channels
dominates the total pressure drop along the spiral flow channel. The opposite effect was observed
for the serpentine flow field, where the pressure drop increased. Therefore, the pressure drop is
determined by the intrusion of the GDL into the channel.
The strength of crossover can be characterized qualitatively by the ratio of the pressure difference
of the cells with a PFA film compared to cells with a MEA, which is abbreviated as the pressure
ratio here. The higher value indicates the stronger gas permeation through GDE under the rib. In
addition, Fig. 9.4 shows the value of the pressure ratio does not change significantly with the vari-
ation of the flow rate. It means that the flow crossover is an effect determined by the arrangement
of the flow channel.
9.1.3 Cell performance
The cell performances were characterized with electrochemical techniques. Plots of voltages as
a function of the operating time were recorded during the break-in process, as shown in Fig. 9.5.
Three spiral-1.0 cells were measured. The measurements show a good reproducibility. There is
a large variation of voltage at the beginning of the break-in process due to the phosphoric acid
redistribution in the MEA [18]. The slope of u ≈ t curves became stable after an operation of
50 h. The slope in the time range from 50h to 70 h have been collected and listed in Tab. 9.1. The
positive slope was obtained with the spiral-1.0 cell, the negative one with the serpentine cell. The
negative slope is attributed to the uneven distribution of current density over the active area [143].
In addition, the voltage of the spiral-1.0 cell was 35mV higher than that of the serpentine cell at
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9.1. Customized spiral flow field
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Figure 9.5: Plots of voltage against the operation time of the spiral-1.0 and the serpentine cell
during break-in process. The plots were recorded at 200mAcm−2 with λH2/air = 2/2, at
ambient pressure and 160 ◦C. Each cell type was repeated three times with standard
MEAs.
Table 9.1: Performance comparison of the spiral-1.0 and the serpentine cells.
Spiral-1.0 Serpentine
Slope of voltage ≈ time plot 50 to 70 h ⋆ µV h−1 31.3 -234
Voltage at 200mA cm−2 after operation of 70 h ⋆ mV 599 565
Voltage at 200mA cm−2 after operation of 70 h † mV 597 555
Peak power density † mW cm−2 283 174
The data are the mean values of three cells;
⋆ Data were obtained from Fig. 9.5;
† Data were obtained from Fig. 9.6.
70h as listed in Tab. 9.1. The same performance trend was also observed with polarization curves
after the break-in process, see Fig. 9.6 and Tab. 9.1. Moreover, the peak power density reached
280mW cm−2, which was improved by 60% in relation to the serpentine cell.
It should be noted that the active area is 9.1 cm2 for the spiral-1.0 and 14.4 cm2 for the serpentine
cell. To be aware of the scaling-up topic, it is necessary to compare the specific flow fields with
different active areas, additionally. Appendix A4.1 compares two serpentine flow fields with active
areas of 16 and 45 cm2. Fig. A14 shows a few millivolts difference obtained from the cells with
different active areas. Therefore, it can be concluded that the significant performance difference
between spiral and serpentine flow field, see in Fig. 9.5 and Fig. 9.6, is determined by the flow
field design instead of the active area.
9.1.4 Resistances
To distinguish and quantify different kinds of resistances, EIS measurements were carried out with
the spiral-1.0 and serpentine cell after 140 h of operation, as shown in Fig. 9.7. Typically, two
semi-arcs occur in the Nyquist plot of HT-PEFCs [117; 144], see Fig. 3.6. One semi-arc, from
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Figure 9.6: Polarization curves of the spiral-1.0 cell and the serpentine cell with λH2/air = 2/2. The
curves were recorded after operation of 70 h at ambient pressure and 160 ◦C. Each
cell type was repeated three times with standard MEAs.
a few kilohertz to a few hertz, is determined by the cathode kinetics and the other, starting from
a few hertz, depends on oxygen transport. The diameters of the semi-arcs on the real axis are
denoted as kinetic and mass transport resistance, respectively.
0.0
0.2
0.40.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0 1.2






c) 200 mA cm-2
(H2/air) = 2/6
a) 200 mA cm-2
(H2/air) = 2/2
Re (Z) / Ohm cm2 











Serpentine      
Spiral-1.0        
160 oC, 1 atm., 140 h
Re (Z) / Ohm cm2
Figure 9.7: Nyquist plots of the spiral-1.0 and the serpentine cells after operation of 140 h; fre-
quency range: 100mHz – 100 kHz; AC amplitude: 5mV. Each cell type was repeated
three times with standard MEAs.
It is interesting that, two semi-arcs and not just one occur in the frequency range from a few
kilohertz to a few hertz for the serpentine cell (see Fig. 9.7). The additional semi-arc appears
at 200mA cm−2 even with λair = 6, but disappears at 400mA cm−2. Since the leakage of H2
through the membrane is one order of magnitude lower than that of the methanol in a DMFC, the
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9. Flow Field Geometry
the increase in current density.
In brief, the spiral-1.0 cell presents an obvious flow crossover between two adjacent flow channels.
The presence of the flow crossover is benefitial for the local distribution of the gas and acid in the
electrode, especially for the region under the rib. This reduces the resistances of the spiral-1.0
cell. There is no clear effect of flow crossover obtained for the serpentine cell. However, in the
literature, the significant flow crossover also occurs when using single-channel serpentine flow
fields [18; 82]. The conflict comes from the flow field design, e.g. the number and length of
channels. The same effect also occurs for the spiral designs (comparing Fig. A15 and Fig. A16).
Therefore, it is necessary to optimize the flow field, which is also beneficial to understand the effect
of the flow crossover on the cell performance.
9.2 Optimization of spiral flow field
In the literature, the flow field geometry for PEFCs can be modified in many different ways to vary
the flow crossover. Juarez et al. [87] modified the number of the flow channels to optimize the
strength of the flow crossover. A 5-channel spiral flow field was investigated by Jang et al. [89]. To
enhance the flow crossover, the cross-sectional area of the outlet channels was designed smaller
than the inlet channel. Cha et al. [85] designed a spiral flow field in which inlet and outlet channels
are discontinuous to force gas flow transport through the GDL. The authors pointed out that the
channel width has complicated effects on the performance of PEFC as well. Here, three different
spiral designs (Fig. A15) were also compared and evaluated with a pressure test. Fig. A16 shows
that flow crossover can be modified by the flow field design. However, the modification are discon-
tinuously. Another parameter of the flow field geometry is the channel depth, which can be varied
continuously. This is hte easiest way of modification because the pattern of the flow field keeps
unchanged.
In the following, the spiral flow field was optimized by varying the depth of the flow channel from
0.5mm to 3.0mm. This is helpful to further investigate the effect of flow crossover on the perfor-
mance of HT-PEFC.
9.2.1 Pressure difference
The pressure measurements were performed for the spiral cells as shown in Fig. 9.10. There was
a clear tendency towards the reduction in the pressure drop and the pressure ratio as the channel
depth was raised. In addition, the spiral-3.0 cell presented a 50% higher pressure ratio than that of
the serpentine cell, although the pressure drop is lower. It confirms that the flow crossover through
the electrode under the rib is forced mainly by the pressure difference between two adjacent flow
channels.
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Figure 9.10: Pressure drop between inlet and outlet, and pressure ratio of spiral cells with different
depths of flow channel [99, Fig.2]. The data of the serpentine cell (from Fig. 9.4) was
taken as reference. The cells were constructed with PFA and the standard MEA,
respectively. N2 is fed at room temperature under atmospheric pressure. The flow
rate is calculated with a cathodic stoichiometry of 2 at 200mAcm−2, e.g. 60mlmin−1
for the spiral cells and 100ml min−1 for the serpentine cell.
9.2.2 Cell performance
The voltage of the spiral cells was recorded as a function of the operating time during the break-in
process, as shown in Fig. 9.11. The voltage exhibited the following tendency: spiral-1.0 cell >
spiral cell-3.0 > serpentine cell > spiral cell-0.5. It becomes clearer when the voltages are plotted
against the pressure ratio (Fig. 9.12a). The voltage rises as the pressure ratio increasing up to
1.125, and then droppes sharply. It seems that the spiral-1.0 cell represents the best case.







160 oC, 1atm., 200 mA cm-2, (H2/air)=2/2








Figure 9.11: Plots of voltage as a function of the operation time for spiral cells with different depths
of flow channel [99, Fig.3]. The plots were recorded at 200mA cm−2 with λH2/air =
2/2, at ambient pressure and 160 ◦C. The data of the serpentine cell (from Fig. 9.5)
were taken as reference.
In addition, the slope in the time range from 50h to 70 h was also plotted in Fig. 9.12a. It is in-
teresting that the slope increases linearly as a function of the pressure ratio. Kulikovsky [143]
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Figure 9.12: Voltage at 70 h and slope in the time range of 50 – 70 h as a function of the pressure
ratio. The data were obtained from Fig. 9.11 and Fig. 9.10. Points: experimental
data; lines: linear fitting plots.
revealed that the slope of U ≈ t curve is influenced by the distribution of current density over the
active area. This means the enhanced crossover between adjacent channel benefits a homoge-
neous distribution of the current density. The comparison between the spiral-3.0 and serpentine
cell leads to the conclusion that the improvement of the cell performance is caused by the flow
crossover instead of the pressure along the channel. There is a doubt on the spiral-0.5 cell with
the voltage as low as 0.5V, while the slope varied in the whole break-in process. Therefore, the
value of the slope is not involved in Fig. 9.12b.
Polarization curves were recorded after the break-in process, and plotted in Fig. 9.13a. The per-
formance presented the same tendency as the voltage obtained in Fig. 9.11. When the cathode
stoichiometry was increased up to 6, see in Fig. 9.13b, the polarization curve of the spiral-1.0 cell
did not change. The situation was different for the other two spiral cells. A fast increase in the
cell voltage was observed. At these very high air stoichiometries, the three spiral cells showed the
same performance irrespective of the channel depth, which was better than that of the serpen-
tine cell. This indicates that the differences in spiral cells performance at a low cathode flow rate
can be attributed to the variation in gas transport and distribution. Furthermore, the stoichiomet-
ric independence of the cell voltage of the spiral-1.0 cell means that this cell design is the most
appropriate choice for stable operation with maximum power density.
9.2.3 Resistances
EIS measurements were also carried out with the spiral cells after operation of 140 h. Fig. 9.14a
shows the Nyquist plots of the spiral cells with different channel depths. The data of the serpentine
cell were taken as reference. The related resistances have been summarized in Fig. 9.14b, which
were fitted by the modified equivalent circuit shown in Fig. 9.8. In general, the resistances increase
with the channel depth of the spiral cells, with an exception of the spiral-0.5 cell.
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Figure 9.13: Polarization curves of spiral cells with different channel depths [99, Fig.4]. The
curves were recorded after operation of 70 h at ambient pressure and 160 ◦C with
(a) λH2/air = 2/2 and (b) λH2/air = 2/6. The data of the serpentine cell (Fig. 9.6) were
taken as reference.
When the crossover is too weak, due to higher channel depth or flow field geometry such as in the
serpentine case, the O2 undersupply in the electrode becomes worse for the region under the rib.
Rct ,ch, Rct ,r and Rm rise simultaneously.
When the crossover is too strong, a “short-cut” will be created like the spiral-0.5 cell. The flow
would leak from the inlet to outlet directly resulting in a lack of O2 at the center of the active area
of the spiral flow field. It can be seen from the Nyquist plots of the spiral cell-0.5 that a huge
semi-arc occurred in the low-frequency range at λair = 2 (Fig. 9.14a a, b). Rm, Rct ,ch and Rct ,r are
all significantly higher than that of the other cells (Fig. 9.14b). In addition, the water production
gathers at the center of active area. The acid concentration becomes lower [66; 136] and even
distributed. As discussed in Section 9.1.4, the acid concentration in the membrane is located at
the plateau of composition-conductivity peak, and the one in the cathode at the left-side. The
acid dilution leads to a significant increase in Rp. The reduced Ro could be attributed to the
homogenous distribution of the acid concentration over the active area.
To sum up, the optimization of the spiral flow field is achieved by modifying the depth of the spiral
channels to obtain a suitable flow crossover. It should be noted that the above conclusion is
obtained based on the electrode used in the present work. In addition to the flow field geometry,
the GDE also has a significant influence on the flow crossover, as shown in Fig. A17. Therefore,
the optimized gas distribution is achieved by the interaction of geometric parameters and the
structure of GDE beyond the effect of a single parameter. For these reasons, the gas distribution
and the water management need to be optimized, not only along the flow channel but also into the
electrode, which was achieved by the spiral-1.0 cell.
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Figure 9.14: (a) Nyquist plots [99, Fig.5] and (b) fitted resistance of spiral cells with different
depths of flow channel. The curves were recorded after operation of 140 h; fre-
quency range: 100mHz – 100 kHz; AC amplitude: 5mV. The fitted resistances are
obtained from the analysis of Nyquist plots in Fig. 9.14a with the equivalent circuit in
Fig. 9.8. The data of the serpentine cell were taken as reference.
9.3 Durability of optimized spiral flow field
A durability test up to 1000h was carried out on a HT-PEFC with the optimized spiral flow field
under the constant current and stoichiometry. Fig. 9.15 shows that the degradation rate of the
spiral-1.0 cell was estimated at -14 µV h−1 in the period of 1000 h, which is a five times lower than
that of the serpentine cell. For PBI based HT-PEFC under the constant load, Yu et al. [78] reported
the degradation rate of 4.9 µV h−1 at 200mA cm−2 in 2500 h; 6 µV h−1 in 6000 h was published by
Schmidt et al. [148]. For ABPBI based HT-PEFC, the degradation rate is 25 µV h−1 in 1000 h [72].
However, as many of the MEAs and flow field designs found in the literature were not comparable,
it is impossible to compare the durability directly.
Büchi and Schmidt [73; 77] revealed that a kinetic degradation starts at the beginning of the
operation and causes a slowly, steady and irreversible loss of the cell performance, mainly due to
the growth of catalyst grain. In the experiment, the grain size of platinum was characterized by
XRD (Section 3.5.2), and the values are listed in Tab. 9.2. The Pt grain size in the initial catalyst
powder was obtained as 2.9 nm, consistent with the value stated by the manufacture, which is
2.7 nm. For the dry GDE, the grain size was estimated at 2.5 nm, the same as the value published
in [72]. After the operation, the crystallite sizes increase mainly in the period of the first 140 h.
The growth of the crystallite is larger for the cathodic catalyst in comparison to the anode, which
agrees with [72]. In addition, the grain sizes of the spiral-1.0 cell are even larger than the ones
104
9.3. Durability of optimized spiral flow field


















Figure 9.15: Durability test up to 1000 h under constant load for the spiral-1.0 and the serpentine
cell [114, Fig.3;100, Fig.4;99, Fig.7]. The plots were recorded at 200mA cm−2 with
λH2/air = 2/2, at ambient pressure and 160
◦C.
of the serpentine cell. The increment of the cathodic grain size leads to the reduction of catalyst
surface area, 50% for the serpentine cell and 60% for the spiral-1.0 cell. However, Fig. 9.15
shows the degradation rate of spiral cell is lower by 74 µV h−1 than the serpentine cell. Therefore,
the durability of HT-PEFC is not dominated by the growth of catalyst grain. The conclusion differs
from [73; 77], because the cathode catalyst in the literature was degraded signicantly due to the
carbon corrosion when supplying air at the anode under OCV. The carbon corrosion is caused
by the converse voltage due to the presence of H2/air front in the anode [73; 77]. The effect
is minimized in the present work by supplying H2 for the anode under OCV. Moreover, there is
an increase in the Pt crystallite size of the serpentine cell from inlet to outlet, 0.6 nm for 140 h
and 1.2 nm for 1000 h, see in Tab. 9.2. This could be associated with the O2 depletion and the
water retention along the flow channel [99; 100]. In contrast, for the spiral geometry (Fig. 9.2),
no clear gradient from inlet to outlet can be seen due to the arrangement of flow channels. The
homogeneous grain size over the active area might be the reason of the low degradation rate [143]
of the spiral-1.0 cell.
Table 9.2: Crystallite size of platinum in catalyst / nm ⊗ 0.1 nm.
Samples Operation time Anode Cathode
h Inlet Outlet average Inlet Outlet average
Initial catalyst powder 0 2.9
Dry GDE 0 2.5
Serpentine 140 4.0 4.1 4.1 5.1 5.7 5.4
1000 4.2 4.1 4.2 4.8 6.0 5.4
Spiral-1.0 140 4.1 3.9 4.0 5.9 5.7 5.8
1000 3.9 4.1 4.0 6.8 6.7 6.8
• The samples after operation of 140 h and 1000 h were obtained from two standard MEAs for each flow field type.
In addition, the ECSA of the spiral-1.0 cells and the serpentine cell were obtained by performing
cyclic voltammograms after an operation of 140 h and 1000 h, as plotted in Fig. 9.16. The values
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of ECSA are summarized in Tab. 9.3. The ECSA decreases by 25% during the operation from
140h to 1000 h for the serpentine cell, and 2% for the spiral-1.0. The Pt utilizations were also
calculated by Eqn. A8 based on the crystallite size of the dry GDE and the operated cell. After the
long-term test, the utilization was reduced by 25% for the serpentine cell, while increased by 15%
for the spiral-1.0 cell. Both ECSA and Pt utilization depends on the catalyst surface covered by
the acid solution. The variation of ECSA and Pt utilization agrees well with durability of two cells,
while opposite to the tendency of the Pt grain growth. It indicates that the contact of catalyst and
acid has more dominant effect on the durability in relation to the grain size.








Serpentine:   140 h   1000 h
















Figure 9.16: Cyclic voltammogram of the spiral-1.0 and the serpentine cell after operation of 140 h
[114, Fig.6] and 1000h, respectively. Anode fed with H2, and cathode filled with N2;
voltage range: 50 – 505mV; scan rate: 20mV s−1.
Table 9.3: ECSA of the spiral-1.0 and the serpentine cells according to curves in Fig. 9.16.
Operation time ECSA Pt utilization I ⋆ Pt utilization II ∗
h m2 g−1 % %
Serpentine 140 15.9 14 31
1000 11.8 11 23
Spiral-1.0 140 18.0 16 37
1000 17.7 16 43
⋆ The values of Pt utilization I were calculated based on the crystallite size of dry GDE, 2.5 nm.
∗ The values of Pt utilization II were calculated based on the crystallite size of cathode after operation, as listed in Tab. 9.2.
Polarization curves were recorded at 1000 h for the spiral-1.0 cell and serpentine cell as shown
in Fig. 9.17. The curves recorded at 70 h were plotted as reference. The cell performance of
the serpentine cell dramatically degraded, with a voltage loss of 80mV at 200mA cm−2. Since
no degradation is visible from the polarization curves for the spiral cell after the long-term test,
the voltage loss from the plot of voltage vs. time might be attributed to the acid distribution in
the catalyst layer. Since the acid distribution in the electrode is modified by the varied current
density during the recording of the polarization curves, there is no obvious reduction of the voltage










































































Serpentine:   140 h   1000 h
Spiral-1.0:     140 h   1000 h


















































































2 Serpentine:   140 h   1000 h
Spiral-1.0:     140 h   1000 h
400 mA cm-2, (H2/air)=2/2
(b)
Figure 9.19: Fitted resistances of Nyquist plots in Fig. 9.18 by the equivalent circuit as shown in
Fig. 9.8, (a) at 200mA cm−2 and (b) at 400mA cm−2.
The result indicates that the combination of the acid distribution in the catalyst layer [148] and
the catalyst degradation dominates the degradation of HT-PEFC [76; 79] especially at the higher
current density. The further determination is expected in means of local characterization. Never-
theless, the durability of the spiral-1.0 cell is associated with the homogeneous distribution of the
gas flow [87; 88] and the acid in the cathode.
9.4 Summary
The present chapter investigates the effect of gas distribution on the performance and durability of
the HT-PEFC with a customized spiral flow field. Experimental studies indicate that the geometry
of the flow field has a great impact on the gas distribution in both in-plane and through-plane
directions, along the flow channel and from the flow channel to the electrode. Both oxygen and
water vapor distribution are influenced.
With the optimized spiral flow field, the gas transport through the electrode was enhanced under
the rib by the force of the pressure difference between two adjacent channels. The flow crossover
not only promotes the oxygen supply in the catalyst layer but also compensates the oxygen de-
pletion along the channel. In addition, such a flow distribution also improves the water retention
and homogenizes the acid distribution in the MEA. It benefits both the proton conductivity and the
cathode kinetics. The degradation of the catalyst starts at the beginning of the operation. During






























10.2 Interaction of phosphoric acid with cathode
In the assembled MEA, the content of phosphoric acid in the membrane ranged up to around
60wt.-% of total acid uptake in the MEA (Chapter 8). The rest of acid was absorbed by the catalyst
layer of the anode and the cathode. This estimation assumes that the MPL acts as boundary of
phosphoric acid. All phosphoric acid remains between the MPLs.
The acid solution is preferably transported into the macro-cracks of the catalyst layer compared to
the micro-pores of the catalyst layer due to the hydrophobic nature of the material. In the case of
low phosphoric acid content in the MEA, mainly the cracks in the electrodes will be filled with acid.
When a high level of acid is present, micro- and meso-pores will be filled in addition to the cracks.
Only in the case of very thin electrodes no cracks are present in the electrode layer. A contact
between the catalyst and phosphoric acid is necessary to form a three-phase boundary where
the electrochemical reaction occurs. Both liquid and solid phases need to be part of a percolating
network between membrane and electronic conducting bipolar plate, respectively.
In addition to the acid distribution, the proton conductivity of the cathode was also determined by
the concentration of phosphoric acid. The acid concentration was decreased by the higher water
retention in the cathode. If the water vapor partial pressure in the gas channels was given, the
acid concentrations at the electrochemical active site were obtained based on a simple diffusion
model. As listed in Tab. 10.1, the acid concentration of the cathode was located at the right side of
proton conductivity against acid composition plot under OCV, and at the left side at 200mA cm−2.
As long as the acid concentration was decreased, the proton conductivity increased under the
currentless operation and decreased under constant load.
10.3 Interaction of phosphoric acid with gases
The acid distribution in the cathode also influenced the gas distribution. The water removal in-
volves the evaporation and vapor diffusion processes. The rate-limiting step is varied by the distri-
bution of acid and gas in the cathode. The water retention in the MEA influenced the concentration
(cPA) and proton conductivity (σPA) of phosphoric acid, which has been listed in Tab. 10.1. The de-
creased acid concentration improved the O2 transport through the acid solution.
In addition, the gas distribution over the active area of MEA is dominated by the flow field geometry.
In Chapter 9, a flow crossover between two adjacent channels was obtained with the spiral flow
field. The strength of the flow crossover can be modified by the flow channel depth. In addition,
the gas permeability of GDE is determined by the MPL. The optimized gas distribution is achieved
by the interaction between geometric parameters of flow field and the structure of GDE beyond
the effect of a single parameter. With an optimized gas distribution, the O2 supply was improved
not only along the flow channel but also in the GDE in through-plane and in-plane directions.
All these effects significantly enhanced the performance and durability of HT-PEFC. The improved




The present work investigated the components in HT-PEFCs including ABPBI membrane, phos-
phoric acid, catalyst layer, the MPL in the GDE, as well as flow field designs. The effects of each
single factor and their interactions on the performance of the HT-PEFC were evaluated. The in-
teractions of different components were connected via the acid and gas distribution. According to
the experimental results and previous discussions, the following conclusions are observed:
I : The process of doping ABPBI membrane in phosphoric acid is promoted by the tem-
perature and acid concentration, for both doping level and reaction rate. At room
temperature, two types of coordinating sites were identified depending on the affinity
of the reaction bond. The complexes of ABPBI-H3PO4 with lower affinity contributed
more in proton conductivity. The introduction of phosphoric acid into the MEA was
chosen as the process of doping ABPBI in the bath of the concentrated phosphoric
acid at 160 ◦C for 15 h. During the cell operation, the content of phosphoric acid in the
membrane differs around 60% of the total acid uptake in the MEA.
II : The acid distribution in the assembled catalyst layer is associated with the content and
concentration of phosphoric acid. The acid content in the catalyst layer is modified by
the total acid uptake, the presence of MPL, the thickness and porous structure of the
catalyst layer. The acid concentration is another critical issue, which varies with the
water retention in the MEA. Depending on the operation condition and the water trans-
port, the acid concentration varied in a wide range and differs in the membrane and
in the cathode. This affected the proton conductivity and ORR kinetics significantly.
The optimum performance of HT-PEFC was obtained with the highest level of the acid
uptake, the highest catalyst loading and the thickness of the cathode, a medium level
of the anodic catalyst layer thickness, with the presence of MPL at the both sides.
III : The water retention in the MEA was reduced by the expanded area of gas-liquid in-
terface and the promoted gas flow. The promoted gas flow can be obtained by the
absence of MPL or an optimized spiral flow field with a channel depth of 1.0mm. The
optimized spiral flow field served a suitable flow crossover between two adjacent chan-
nels. It compensated the oxygen depletion along the flow channel and improved the
local distribution of oxygen and water vapor in the GDE, both in through-plane and in-
plane direction. The performance of the optimized spiral cells with the standard MEA





A1 Concentration and density of phosphoric acid
Table A1: Concentration and density of phosphoric acid at 25 ◦C.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Concentration mol L
−1 0 0.1 1 5 10 12 14.8
wt.-% 0 1.0 9.5 39.7 66.5 74.75 85.0
Acid density [136; 149] g cm−3 0 1.00 1.05 1.25 1.49 1.57 1.69
A2 Doped membrane
A2.1 Membrane dimension and doping level


















Membrane thickness / m
4 5 6 7
85 wt.% H3PO4, 110 
oC, open system, 15 h
Membrane area weight / mg cm-2
Figure A1: Dependence of acid doping level on the appearance of initial ABPBI membranes. The
ABPBI samples were doped in 85wt.-% phosphoric acid bath at 115 ◦C for 15 h.
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Figure A2: Dimension variations of the ABPBI samples as functions of the doping time. The
error bars are standard deviations in absolute. The samples are the same as those in
Fig. 4.1.
A2.2 Component content in doped membrane
The following is a short introduction of the elemental characterization by combustion elemental
analyzer with CHN Modus and ion chromatography (IC).
The combustion elemental analysis [110, pp.355-357] is useful for organic compounds (com-
pounds containing carbon-carbon bonds) and many inorganic samples. The most common type
of elemental analysis is for carbon, hydrogen, and nitrogen (CHN modulus). The sample is trans-
ferred into a combustion tube and then burned in an atmosphere enriched in oxygen. A carrier
gas flow transfers the combustion products, like CO2, H2O and NOx, into a reduction tube for
the reduction of NOx to N2. Subsequently, the gas mixture is separated in its components via
three adsorption columns. N2 is not adsorbed and is the first component which enters the ther-
mal conductivity detector, while CO2 and H2O are adsorbed at specific adsorption columns. CO2
and H2O are then sequentially thermally desorbed and detected. The absolute element content is
computed from the integrals of the individual measured peaks and the calibration factors.
Ion chromatography (IC) is an analytical method for ionic species [110, pp.159-160]. It uses the
property of ions to be differently strongly bound to polar solid adsorbents, depending on species
and size. The test solution is passed across the chromatographic column at pressure. Depending
on the exchanger, anions, cations or ion pairs can thus be adsorbed. For the elution of the ions
different electrolytes are used and the retention times of the individual ions are determined by
their affinity for the stationary phase. A suppressor reduces the high background conductivity of
the eluent. Ion detection takes place via conductivity, light absorption or amperometry.
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The element contents of the doped ABPBI membranes were characterized by different techniques.
The results were compared as shown in Fig. A3 and Fig. A4. The repeat unit of ABPBI is consid-
ered as Fig. 2.2b.
I : The weight difference of the samples between before and after doping is used to cal-
culate the weight ratio of a) ABPBI and b) phosphoric acid in doped membrane;
II : The content of carbon (C) were characterized by combustion elemental analyzer (CHN
modus).
III : The content of phosphate (PO3–4 ) were characterized by IC
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Figure A3: Content of ABPBI in doped membranes characterized by different techniques. The
ABPBI samples were the same as that in Fig. 5.1.
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Figure A4: Content of phosphoric acid in doped membranes characterized by different tech-







σ = 1ρ (A1)
σ = lR∥·d·w (A2)


























Fig. A6 and Fig. A7 show the specific conductivities and ohmic resistances (through-plane) of the
membrane at 160 ◦C. The conductivities and resistances were dominated by the acid uptake as
well as the water partial pressure around the membrane. There was no direct relationship between
the temperature of the acid bath and the conductivity.
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Figure A6: Specific conductivity of doped membranes. The measurements were carried out at
160 ◦C under 1 atm..






 p(H2O) = 20 mbar (r.h. = 0.3%)
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 p(H2O) = 100 mbar (r.h. = 1.6%)
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Figure A7: Through-plane resistance of doped membranes. The measurements were carried out
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A3.4 Intercept of Nyquist curves















160 oC, 140 h, 1 atm., 









Z / Ohm cm2
Figure A10: Nyquist curves in the high frequency range for the standard MEAs. The cells were
operated at ambient pressure and 160 ◦C for 140 h, under a current density of
200mA cm−2 and λH2/air = 2/2. The Nyquist curves were recorded with amplitude of
5mV in a frequency range of 100 kHz – 100mHz.






160 oC, 140 h, 1 atm., 
(H2/air)=2/2, 200 mA cm
-2
 An. with MPL, Ca. with MPL
 An. with MPL, Ca. without MPL
 An. without MPL, Ca. without MPL








Z / Ohm cm2
Figure A11: Nyquist curves in the high frequency range for the modified MEAs in Chapter 6. The
cell operation and the Nyquist curves recordidng are the same as that in Fig. A10.
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A3.5 Anodic catalyst loading and kinetic














Z / Ohm cm2
Anode: 0.15 mg Pt cm-2
Cathode: 1.0 mg Pt cm-2
160 oC, 1 atm., 70 h
Figure A12: Nyquist plots of the cell operated with different anodic stoichiometries. The anode
catalyst loading is 0.15mg cm−2. The cell was operated at ambient pressure and
160 ◦C for 140 h, under a current density of 200mA cm−2. The Nyquist curves were
recorded with amplitude of 5mV in a frequency range of 100 kHz – 100mHz.
A3.6 Catalyst loading and thickness
















CL thickness / m
slope: 0.0073  mg (Pt) cm-2 m-1
Figure A13: Catalyst loading as a function of the catalyst layer thickness.
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A3.7 Details of investigated cells in Chapter 8
Table A3: Catalyst loading and acid uptake of studied cells as designed in Fig. 8.1.
Cell No.
Anode Cathode MEA acid uptake
CL thickness Pt loading CL thickness Pt loading
µm mg cm−2 µm mg cm−2 mg cm−2
1 16 0.18 16 0.18 11.5
2 132 0.91 132 0.91 11.3
3 132 0.96 132 0.96 18.2
4 118 0.91 19 0.16 11.8
5 19 0.16 118 0.91 11.9
6 122 0.94 121 0.90 18.9
7 117 0.92 19 0.16 18.1
8 14 0.16 117 0.92 18.1
9 14 0.16 14 0.16 18.9
10 124 0.95 124 0.95 15.0
11 57 0.43 132 0.96 15.7
12 15 0.18 128 0.89 17.5
13 128 0.89 38 0.40 15.8
14 128 0.89 18 0.13 16.6
15 60 0.38 60 0.38 16.0
16 18 0.16 18 0.16 16.2
17 128 0.89 18 0.13 16.3
18 20 0.16 117 0.95 14.8
19 20 0.16 117 0.95 15.4
20 118 0.89 118 0.89 16.2
21 124 0.96 124 0.96 15.1
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A4 Design of flow field
A4.1 Performance of cells with different active area






16 cm2:    






Current density / A cm-2
160 oC, (H2/air)=2/2, 70 h
MEA: Celtec  from BASF
Figure A14: Polarization curves of HT-PEFCs with different active areas. The cells were assem-
bled with serpentine flow fields and a commercial MEA purchased from BASF Fuel
Cell GmbH (Frankfurt, Germany). The curves were recorded at ambient pressure
and 160 ◦C with λH2/air = 2/2.
A4.2 Water anode ratio of spiral cells
Table A4:Water anode ratio (/ %) of the serpentine and the spiral-1.0 cell.
Serpentine Spiral-1.0
Sample 1 operated for 140 h 6.0 3.6
Sample 2 operated for 140 h 6.2 1.6
Sample 3 operated for 1000 h 6.6 2.5
Mean 6.3 2.7
• The cells were the same as described in Chapter 9
• The standard MEAs were assembled for all cells, with active area of 9 cm2 for the spiral-1.0 cell and 14.44 cm2 for the
serpentine cell.




A4.3 Modified flow fields designs
(a) (b)
(c) (d)
Figure A15: Sketch of flow field design: (a) 5-channel serpentine, (b) 5-cycle spiral, (c) 3-channel
spiral and (d) 1-channel spiral. The active areas are all 50 cm2.
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Figure A16: Pressure drop between inlet and outlet of the cells assembled with different flow fields
as shown in Fig. A15. The cells were assembled with a commercial MEA purchased
from BASF Fuel Cell GmbH (Frankfurt, Germany), with an active area of 45 cm2.
During the test, the cells were fed with N2 at room temperature under atmospheric
pressure
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Figure A17: Pressure tests of cells with different GDLs. The cells were assembled with the ser-
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